
1

Older adults and information and 
communication technologies: a qualitative 
interview study on basic psychological needs

By Rita Latikka1,2, Outi VaLkama1, anniRiikka RantaLa1, 
Outi JOLanki1,3 & atte Oksanen1

Abstract
In this study, we investigated older adults’ experiences and views of using 
information and communication technology (ICT) from the perspective of 
the basic psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness. 
We collected data from thematic interviews with Finnish older adults aged 
57–96 (N = 19). We analyzed the data using theory-driven content analy-
sis, for which self-determination theory provided a theoretical framework 
and guided the analysis. Our analysis revealed various uses of technolo-
gies and several ways that older adults’ experiences and views of using 
ICT reflected the experiences of the basic psychological needs. The results 
suggest that the basic psychological needs can guide what kind of tech-
nology is adopted or not adopted, how, and why. Furthermore, use of ICT 
can enable and hinder the meeting of the basic psychological needs. The 
results underline the fact that future ICT should be developed in a way 
that respects the basic psychological needs.
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Introduction
Information and communication technology (ICT) is an umbrella term 
for a large set of technologies and resources, such as social networking 
applications, the internet, cell phones, and computers (Birkland 2019). 
Many governments and stakeholders have adopted policies to promote 
the use of technology (OECD 2020). The COVID-19 pandemic has fur-
ther accelerated the global trends of digitalization and digital transfor-
mation (Amankwah-Amoah et al. 2021; United Nations 2021). Finland 
is among the countries that strongly desires to be one of the forerun-
ners in digitalization of its whole society, including services for older 
adults (Ministry of Finance 2022). In Finland, internet use has become 
more common among the oldest age groups. In 2021, the share of those 
who use the Internet daily or almost daily was 42% among those aged 
75–89, and 78% among those aged 65–74 (Statistics of Finland 2021). In 
reality, in Finland, using many services is virtually impossible without 
access to and skills to use ICT, which has multifaceted effects on citi-
zens’ daily lives and well-being when they are compelled to go virtual. 
Although many older adults in Finland are active ICT users, many are 
not, and little is known about the reasons people adopt or discard ICT.

Digital divide is a concept commonly referred to as a gap between 
those individuals, communities, or societies who have access to and 
use technology, and those who do not (Van Dijk 2020). After extensive 
focus on the access to technologies and skills of use (Van Deursen & 
Van Dijk 2014, 2019), discussions on the digital divide have been shift-
ing toward digital inequalities based on the benefits of use (Scheerder 
et al. 2017; Van Deursen & Helsper 2015). The digital divide has long 
been discussed as something to be conquered to prevent people being 
digitally excluded. Simultaneously, in the previous literature ICT has 
been presented as a promising device to enhance older adults’ psy-
chological and social well-being (Cotten et al. 2022; Fang et al. 2018; 
Forsman & Nordmyr 2017; Latikka et al. 2021; Simons et al. 2023), 
but the potential negative effects (e.g. decreases in social contacts) 
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of technology use and the underlying psychological mechanisms  
(e.g. technology use conflicting with own values) on older adults’  
psychological well-being have been less pronounced.

In this qualitative interview study, we investigated older adults’ 
experiences and views of using ICT from the perspective of the 
basic psychological needs of experiencing autonomy, competence, 
and relatedness. The goal was to understand potential psycholog-
ical phenomena related to older adults’ use of ICT. Analyzing older 
adults’ technology use from a psychological perspective is import-
ant to identify the reasons for technology use and non-use, which in 
turn can support the development of a digital society in a more fair 
and sustainable manner. In this study, we applied the self-determi-
nation theory (SDT) developed by Deci and Ryan (1985), which offers  
a novel approach to studying older adults’ experiences and views  
of ICT.

Self-determination theory
SDT is a theoretical framework of human development, motivation, and 
wellness grounded on empirical work conducted over decades (e.g. Deci 
1971; Deci et al. 1982) and later established by Deci and Ryan (1985). One 
of the sub theories of SDT postulates that people possess three basic psy-
chological needs: autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Ryan & Deci 
2017; Vansteenkiste et al. 2020). Autonomy is the need to self-regulate one’s 
actions and experiences, is related to feelings of volition and willingness 
in action and is marked by self-endorsed behaviors and acting in accor-
dance with own goals and values (de Charms 1968; Ryan & Deci 2017). 
Competence depicts the need to feel capable and effective in acting and is 
related to experiences of opportunities to exercise, express, and expand 
one’s capabilities (Ryan & Deci 2017; White 1959). Relatedness is the need 
to feel connected, involved, significant, and respected among others, 
and it is often experienced when one cares for others and is cared for in 
 return (Baumeister & Leary 1995; Ryan & Deci 2017). These innate needs 
are universal, and their satisfaction is fundamental to human wellness and 
full functioning (Ryan & Deci 2017; Ryan et al. 2021). Need frustration is 
related to negative outcomes such as maladaptive functioning, pursuit of 
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need substitutes, and ill-being (Vansteenkiste & Ryan 2013). Low need sat-
isfaction can gradually lead to negative effects over time, whereas active 
need frustration is likely to accelerate a person’s maladaptive functioning 
and ill-being (Vansteenkiste & Ryan 2013).

Meeting the basic psychological needs can become difficult in older age 
for instance due to poorer physical health, reduced mobility, or changes 
in social situation (Clark & Moloney 2020; Ferrand et al. 2014). Research on 
older adults has however shown that satisfaction of the basic psychologi-
cal needs is associated with greater psychological adjustment, purpose in 
life, and personal growth (Ferrand et al. 2014; Martin et al. 2021), and frus-
tration of the basic psychological needs is linked with lower well-being 
(Ferrand & Martinent 2021). The satisfaction of the basic psychological 
needs is important for older adults’ well-being; however, it is likely that 
other influential factors exist as well (Ferrand et al. 2014).

SDT predicts that technology’s effect on human wellness, motivation, 
and meaningful engagement is attributable to its effects on autonomy, 
competence, and relatedness (Ryan & Deci 2019). According to Peters 
et al. (2018), peoples’ willingness to adopt technology to the extent that 
they are autonomously motivated to do so (i.e. the technology aligns with 
their goals and values) is influenced by the extent of their anticipated 
satisfaction of the basic needs. In the adoption sphere – the time prior 
to use experience – anticipated competence in using the technology is 
considered important. The role of relatedness may be accentuated as an 
autonomous motivator (i.e. technology use corresponds to one’s goals and 
values) rather than a sense of relatedness, per se. The motivation to use 
technologies is related to the extent to which the needs are fulfilled and 
people sustain engagement with technologies (Peters et al. 2018).

Research applying the SDT framework on older adults’ use of ICTs has 
been sporadic. Dupuy et al. (2016) conducted a field study of SDT-based 
assisted-living platforms’ effects and found that deployment of the sys-
tem effectively supported older adults’ self-determination and technol-
ogy acceptance. They concluded that self-determination is a determinant 
of technology acceptance. Clark and Moloney (2020) studied older adults’ 
Facebook use and the fulfillment of the basic psychological needs and 
found that those who used Facebook frequently tended to report higher 
relatedness, and those who were less mobile tended to report lower au-
tonomy and more frequent Facebook use. Keenan et al. (2021) studied 
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qualitative acceptance of telehealth in palliative care among patients and 
health care professionals, and patients stated that telehealth could sat-
isfy their basic psychological needs whereas the professionals more often 
discussed telehealth’s potential to thwart rather than satisfy such needs, 
suggesting that such needs’ manifestations can vary across subpopula-
tions. Altogether, the studies highlighted the role of the basic psychologi-
cal needs in ICT acceptance and outcomes from use.

This study contributes to the research on older adults’ use of ICT and 
research on SDT in studies on older adults’ well-being. Qualitative inter-
views provided data on lived experiences and views of using ICT, which 
we analyzed from the viewpoint of the experiences of the basic psycho-
logical needs.

Materials and Method
Participants and Procedure
We collected qualitative thematic interview data from Finnish older adults 
from November 2021 to May 2022 (N = 19). The study targeted older people 
without cognitive impairment who were living in senior and service houses 
or nearby in three residential areas in the Tampere region in Finland. We did 
not set specific exclusion or inclusion criteria for recruitment. From amongst 
the participants, 15 were female (79.0%) and 4 were male (21.0%), and the 
age range was 57–96 years (mean 75.3). Most of the study participants lived 
in a service house (n = 12, 63.2%), some lived independently in the nearby 
area (n = 5, 26.3%), and a few lived in a senior house (n = 2, 10.5%). Most of 
the participants were widowed or had lost a partner (n = 12, 63.2%); how-
ever, some of them had a new relationship. Most of the participants had 
children (n = 13, 68.4%). All study participants lived alone.

We employed convenience sampling and recruited participants in 
collaboration with a local service house provider. Four members of the 
research team delivered a presentation on the premises of the service 
houses about the aims of the research project and compiled a list of par-
ticipants who were initially interested in participating in the study. They 
also distributed leaflets about the study in the service houses with the 
researchers’ contact information. We then contacted all initially inter-
ested participants via phone to arrange the interviews. Participants were 
free to choose where and when the interview would take place.
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All study participants received oral and written information about the 
research, their participation’s voluntary nature, the safeguarding of ano-
nymity, and the opportunity to withdraw from the study if they desired. 
Participants also signed an informed-consent form to participate and re-
ceived a study-data protection report. Before we collected data, the Aca-
demic Ethics Committee of the Tampere region in Finland granted ethical 
approval for the research.

Interview Study Design
We conducted thematic face-to-face interviews in older adults’ homes 
or in the service house premises. The interview addressed older adults’ 
social relationships, perceptions and experiences of their living environ-
ment, everyday routines, technologies, and digitalization, as well as ideas 
for future research. The technology theme was brought forward toward 
the end of the interview and included questions such as: “How is digitali-
zation visible in your daily live?” “What do you use the internet and tech-
nologies for?” and “Is it easy or difficult to use?” The interview did not 
include direct questions about the basic psychological needs; such experi-
ences were inferred from the interview data instead. The interviews lasted 
from 31 to 238 min, were audio recorded, and then transcribed. One of the 
transcriptions covered only parts of the interview due to the recordings’ 
low quality. The first three authors of this paper conducted interviews and 
analyses.

Analysis Method
We analyzed the data using theory-driven content analysis. Content anal-
ysis is a method used for making replicable and valid inferences from in-
terview transcriptions in a social context of interest (Krippendorff 2004). 
We considered content analysis suitable for our study purposes because it 
allows for context-sensitive inferring (Bengtsson 2016) and the application 
of theoretical notions in interpreting the data (Elo & Kyngäs 2008). First, 
we imported all interview data transcriptions to NVivo software, familiar-
ized ourselves with the data, and applied an initial codebook for the anal-
ysis process. Then we reduced the data to material relevant to our research 
aim. We then deductively coded the transcription material into three 
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categories based on the basic psychological needs outlined in SDT. Use of 
ICT was understood to cover adoption and use of technology; therefore, 
our analysis included material describing participants’ experiences and 
views of ICT and other technology as well as their anticipations of future 
use or nonuse. ICT was broadly defined to include all technologies older 
adults referred to as those they used in their daily lives. These included 
devices such as cell phones, computers, tablets, television, radio, as well 
as online tools, such as emails, social networking sites (e.g. Facebook) and 
instant messaging applications (e.g. WhatsApp). The participants did not 
differentiate between ICT and other technology use.

Results
The analysis showed multiple ways in which descriptions of experiences 
and views of using ICT reflected the experiences of the basic psychological 
needs. Next, we analyze the discussions from the point of view of each 
basic psychological need.

Autonomy
Autonomy was linked with participants’ descriptions of willingness to 
decide on one’s use of technology, efforts to self-regulate own use of tech-
nology, and remarks about having experienced (external) pressure to use 
technology.

Participants expressed willingness to decide on their use of technolo-
gies. Generally, they described they would use technologies gladly when 
the use brought joy or provided greater opportunities in life, such as com-
munication with others and managing one’s daily affairs:

“The phone is a really great thing when you have it. … Fortunately, they invented it a 
long time ago. You can also talk about these things on the phone although it would be 
really nice to see in-person, of course.” (Saara, 96)

Some participants said they reduced or avoided the use of technologies 
because they were not interested in using them, but preferred to do some-
thing else instead, as indicated by Viola, 77: “It is the interest. It’s a no, I’d 
rather knit socks than be on the computer or be on the phone.”
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Participants described efforts to self-regulate their technology use. Ex-
cessive use of technologies (e.g. social media, television) was to be avoided. 
Over-engagement was prevented by engaging in other activities instead: 
“I consider myself a tv addict. But from that I have, it was very conscious 
that I went to voluntary activity, so that I could get away from televi-
sion for a bit” (Leena, 73). Some participants said social media was also 
to be avoided due to unwanted content, such as numerous unnecessary 
notifications and friend requests from strangers. Connecting only with 
close friends on social media was seen as a way to navigate the newfound 
online social environment. Some participants did not consider sharing 
personal matters on social media appropriate and therefore refused to 
do so: “No, and neither I want to. I don’t want to when I think how much 
people are. I don’t need to share my things all over the world. I think it’s 
disgusting” (Hilja, 77).

Participants expressed external pressure to adopt and use technolo-
gies, which invoked various reactions. Owning a mobile phone was por-
trayed as a necessity in society today. A mobile phone was depicted as a 
key component in maintaining social relationships and to provide a sense 
of security. However, carrying a mobile phone and using it to answer calls 
was also portrayed as a duty:

“Nowadays, it feels like you can’t leave your phone at home, for instance. It needs to be 
with you everywhere. If you go to take out the trash, you take the laundry downstairs 
to dry, the phone needs to be with [you]. [The] landline phone was so lovely.” (Hilja, 77)

Fast societal development increased the pressure to go digital. In general, 
the participants argued that having nondigital banking options was im-
portant because electric services are not accessible or straightforward to 
everyone. The pressure for everyone to “go digital” evoked uncertainty 
regarding the future, including potential unequal power relations between 
human and machine that could threaten human autonomy:

“I think technology should not go so far that a person lies in a bed and a machine tells 
[them] what to do. The humanity must not disappear completely [so] that humans are 
taken care of technically only. It goes too far then.” (Sylvi, 76)

The participant’s remark is also about the importance of social contacts 
and receiving care from other people, not just from technology.
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Competence
Competence was linked with participants descriptions of their technolog-
ical competence, perceptions of technology-related support, and worries 
of losing technological competence in the future.

The participants discussed their technological competence. Those ex-
pressing confidence in their technological competence tended to use tech-
nology for various purposes and find it useful:

“It is the easiness with which I write. We have this kind of family WhatsApp, where are 
my daughters and their husbands and children. There are seven of them. I need to write 
just one message, and everyone gets it.” (Roosa, 79)

Some participants perceived challenges related to use of technology 
positively. In some of the interviews, participants took the opportunity 
to express their technological competence by demonstrating their use of 
technology (e.g. door phone and hearing aid) and explaining the benefits 
of use. Some stated that the use of technology provided a pleasant chal-
lenge in life:

“You need all the time to challenge yourself, or I at least challenge myself because oth-
erwise, you can’t keep up with the times if you are not, and I find it nice. I really like 
everything that allows me to think a little, fiddle with, and do.” (Alma, 68)

However, most participants mentioned their poor technological compe-
tence and depicted how incompetence hampered the use of technology 
and evoked negative feelings, such as fear and anger: “My son takes care 
of my banking. I have to say that I can’t stand [the] computer. … I can be 
without worrying, I don’t need to be afraid that I’ll mess something up” 
(Elsa, 85).

Participants sought technology-related support from family members, 
technology-related stores, and customer service. Although many per-
ceived support as readily available, it was sometimes perceived as poor 
quality:

“To communicate to those, telephone and a chat consultation, they could use a kind of 
terminology that older customers also understand because it has been several times 
so that it has broken down to the point that I don’t understand what they ask me to do 
when they used that terminology.” (Leena, 73)
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Losing one’s technological competence with increasing age and possible 
memory problems was a worry regarding the future. The participants 
hoped society would understand this difficulty: “So that these www’s 
[websites/virtual environments] are no longer possible for us. And the 
society thinks that we will preserve the skills, and we won’t. I think it is 
the most important thing that should be included” (Elisa, 86). The par-
ticipants also expressed their wish for support to maintain technological 
competence, especially for those interested in receiving it.

Relatedness
Relatedness was linked with participants’ descriptions of using technolo-
gies for social purposes, preference for human contact over technological 
contact, and technology inhibiting formation of social connections.

Maintaining social contact with friends and family was a key incentive 
to use a mobile phone. The participants commonly used mobile phones 
for voice phone calls, but some also used them for video calls and texting. 
For some, phone calls were the only way to stay connected with close 
ones: “The phone is the one through which we keep in touch. I have only 
one close friend, who lives about 50 km away. That’s our only means of 
communication, the phone” (Hilja, 77).

Some described using online technologies, such as instant message 
applications (e.g. WhatsApp), social media platforms (e.g. Facebook), and 
email to interact with other people. Most participants, however, discussed 
social media to have a limited or no role in their lives. One reason to re-
fuse social media was that some participants fulfilled their need for be-
longiness offline: “I have these social relationships so abundant here that 
I don’t need it” (Elisa, 86). However, those who described feeling lonely 
did not emphasize the use of social media but discussed other activities 
that kept them occupied (e.g. going for a walk, watching television, listen-
ing to the radio). Access to the internet was generally depicted as useful in 
obtaining information for instance about community and social events.

Social interactions with other people also occurred around technology, 
such as a self-organized television club, hosted by the participant Jaakko, 
69. Jaakko used his skills to search movies and other content from the 
internet to be watched together in the television group. So, Jaakko’s com-
petence helped others to reach internet content otherwise unavailable for 
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them, and the group was able to enjoy the fruits of his skills in social gath-
erings. One participant described browsing with a tablet and discussing 
the content as a way to spend time with a family member:

“When I’m at my sister’s place, we watch. She has a kind of a small internet. We watch 
… all things from there. Let’s say she reads a local newspaper from there, and we then 
look up the things the device contains.” (Irma, 72)

Participants discussed the interactions and social connectedness technol-
ogies made possible, as well. Some briefly mentioned technology (e.g. ra-
dios, phones) provides companionship. Passing time with technology was 
described to be common in the evenings: “I usually don’t go anywhere in 
the evenings, and that’s how I learned to socialize with television” (Leena, 
73). One participant who was very unsatisfied with their social relation-
ships and health considered engaging with the radio as a distraction, 
something else to think about than the pain in her body: “And at night, 
when it really hurts and I wake up, I come and turn on the radio, and then 
the pain is a bit forgotten when I try to follow what program is coming on” 
(Kaija, 78). In this instance, the radio can be interpreted to offer indirect 
social contact, which can help divert attention from the pain.

Participants emphasized their preference for human contact over tech-
nological contact. This tendency was evident in discussions of service sit-
uations, in which the human contact was portrayed as worth waiting for: 
“I’d rather talk to a person face to face, or for example on the phone. … I’d 
rather be in line so that I can get a friendly aunt to answer” (Roosa, 79). 
Human contact was preferred because of technology’s unnaturalness: “It 
would be even nicer to talk to a real person. If you ask a chatbot, ‘What’s 
up? How are you’, some … answered, ‘Thank you. What was your ques-
tion?’” (Ismo, 57). People were considered to need contact with a living 
being, which technology cannot provide:

“A person needs the contact of a living person. The machine doesn’t replace it. … Even 
just a dog, when it’s a living being, … can improve a person’s mental health a lot. But 
when you place a robot in that corner, if you don’t press the button, it won’t do any-
thing.” (Sylvi, 76)

Participants also stated technologies inhibited the formation of social con-
nections. They often believed other people used technology in wrong or 
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unexpected ways. Compulsive use of technology was generally portrayed 
as violating a social norm and hindering the formation of social connec-
tions offline. Online difficulties in interpreting other people’s words were 
believed to stem from people’s differences in their levels of self-expres-
sion: “There [online], people hide behind a certain wall. I am very open 
to those who I have seen face-to-face. I dare to share things there with my 
friends. Not all dare to share same things back to me” (Ismo, 57). Some 
participants also mentioned that sudden changes in other people’s ways 
of using technology (e.g. not replying or constantly looking at a screen) 
hindered the formation or sustainment of social connections.

Discussion
In this study, we investigated older adults’ experiences and views of using 
ICT from the perspective of the basic psychological needs of experiencing 
autonomy, competence, and relatedness. We used interview data collected 
from older adults living in Finland and analyzed it using theory-driven 
content analysis, for which SDT provided the theoretical framework and 
guided the analysis. The results offer rich descriptions of older adults’ ex-
periences and views of using ICT from the viewpoint of the basic psycho-
logical needs and provide insight into possible psychological phenomena 
related to the use of ICT among older adults.

Our findings regarding autonomy suggest that our participants wanted 
a chance to make their own decisions regarding the use of technology. 
They described how they organized their use of ICT by deciding on 
whether to, when, and how to use it, and they described their efforts to 
regulate their use of technology by adjusting it to align with their goals 
and values. Participants expressed external pressure to adopt and use 
technologies, and fast societal development increased the pressure to go 
digital. Based on our results, not all looked forward to joining the joy-
ride of digitalization but searched for ways to avoid using technology. We 
argue that minimized use or nonuse of technology can be seen as man-
ifestations of autonomy. In such cases, refusing to use technology could 
strengthen the sense of autonomy and the basic psychological need for 
it. However, at the same time, refusing and not using technology could 
weaken the feeling of competence due to the nonuse of devices and soft-
ware. The participants often discussed their interest or noninterest in 
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using technology with notions of their competence in using technology 
and social connections with others, which aligns with the SDT framework 
and highlights the basic needs’ interdependent nature (Ryan & Deci 2017).

Our results regarding competence suggest that technological compe-
tence is closely intertwined with interest in using technologies as well 
as perceptions of technology use. The participants often discussed confi-
dence in their technology-related skills with regular use of technology or 
positive perceptions of use and a lack of competence with limited inter-
est in and use of technology. Lack of competence hindered accomplish-
ments and evoked negative feelings, highlighting the negative reactions 
to an unfulfilled need (Ryan & Deci 2017). Peters et al. (2018) discussed 
the difficulty and novelty of technologies in relation to competence and 
suggested that their importance lies in the extent to which they satisfy 
competence needs, that is, opportunities for learning and mastery. Our 
analysis also showed that learning technologies were perceived positively 
and provide a pleasant challenge in life for some. However, participants 
expressed concerns regarding ageing, fast technological development, 
and their future technological competence, and supported the idea of of-
fering technological guidance to all those who wish to receive it. Ageing 
may bring about advancing health problems with sensory faculties and 
cognitive abilities, which again may lead to inability to use digital ser-
vices and devices. Competencies once acquired may be lost, but this fact 
is not acknowledged when offering digital services for all.

Our findings regarding relatedness suggest that maintaining social 
contact with friends and family was the key incentive to use a phone. 
Sometimes, phone calls were the sole method to stay connected with 
loved ones who resided far away. However, although some participants 
regularly use social media, most believed it has a limited or no role in 
their lives. Research has suggested that although they are a promising 
resource, the role of social networking technologies in fulfilling social 
needs in older adults’ lives is likely moderate compared to how it fulfills 
younger people’s needs (Ten Bruggencate et al. 2019). In line with the as-
sumptions of Peters et al. (2018), in our data, relatedness was emphasized 
as a motivator to use technology rather than an explicit outcome of tech-
nology use. A critical point for relatedness is, indeed, that not all social in-
teractions create social connectedness, and even small details can become 
influential (Peters et al. 2018), as our findings also showed.
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Our participants also stated that technologies inhibited the formation 
of social connections, which tended to be linked with a belief that others 
use technology in wrong or unexpected ways. This is an important ave-
nue for future research on underlying mechanisms because use of ICTs 
(e.g. social media, social robots) has been found to be useful in fulfill-
ing social needs (e.g. Cotten et al. 2022; Latikka et al. 2021), and to have 
potential negative social consequences for older adults (Ball et al. 2019; 
Wilson 2018). Some participants preferred human contact over technolog-
ical contact and stated that technology must not replace human contact. 
Replacing human contact with technology could threaten human relat-
edness and therefore needs to be critically considered (Calvo et al. 2020). 
While our analysis did not systematically focus on age differences in 
technology experiences, it is noteworthy that, regardless of their own use 
habits, younger participants may have had a greater variety of ICT expe-
riences due to the more widespread use of technology in their age group  
(Näsi et al. 2012; Statistics of Finland 2021).

Our study showed that the SDT framework (Ryan & Deci 2017) and the 
basic psychological needs outlined in it are useful tools also for analyzing 
older adults’ experiences and views of using ICTs. Instead of approach-
ing the topic as use versus nonuse of technology and the needs as unidi-
mensional constructs, our analysis revealed various uses of technology 
(cf. Van Deursen & Van Dijk 2019) and multiple ways in which the basic 
psychological needs were related to older adults’ experiences and views 
of using technology. The more nuanced approach is meaningful because 
focusing merely on the dichotomous counterparts of older adults’ use and 
nonuse of technology may underestimate the complexities, ambivalences, 
and valuations of digital engagement and disengagement (Choolayil & 
Putran 2022; Gallistl et al. 2021; Gallistl & Wanka 2022). Our findings gen-
erally align with the previous studies in this area (Clark & Moloney 2020; 
Dupuy et al. 2016; Keenan et al. 2021), to which we add by emphasizing 
that use of ICT can also have negative consequences regarding the basic 
psychological needs and thereby undermine older adults’ well-being.

The practical implications of our results include that efforts to promote 
digital inclusion necessitate acknowledgement of the basic psychologi-
cal needs. It is necessary to advocate voluntary use of technologies or, in 
the face of external pressure, openly communicate one’s intentions and 
potential outcomes of such use. Quality support related to technology 
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adoption and use among older adults is important and could be targeted 
to those who need and are genuinely interested in receiving it. Social be-
longing is central to human well-being (Baumeister & Leary 1995; Ryan & 
Deci 2017); therefore; it is crucial to understand its enablers and barriers 
in technology-mediated environments. From the perspective of motivat-
ing older adults to use technologies, the key is to create and maintain 
need-supportive environments in which people can motivate themselves 
rather than focusing only on the individual (Ryan & Deci 2017). In tech-
nologically advanced countries like Finland, new technological solutions 
should be introduced gradually, while still providing options for han-
dling everyday matters, such as banking, in non-digital ways.

Study limitations include the fact that we collected our data only in 
Finland with a relatively small, although acceptable, sample size that 
consisted of white and mainly female participants. The results are all nu-
anced descriptions of participants’ experiences and views, making them 
ungeneralizable. We included all interested participants who perceived 
themselves as older adults, resulting in a broad age range of 57–96 years, 
challenging the typical definition of older adults being 65 years or older. 
Only three of the participants were younger than 70 years old. In addi-
tion, we succeeded in reaching the oldest old and those residing in service 
housing ensuring our data represents individuals in diverse life situations. 
We collected the data during the COVID-19 pandemic, which affected the 
interviews to some extent; most if not all recommendations for social re-
strictions were dismantled in Finland, but general caution was still prac-
ticed. Finally, the interviews were conducted by three female researchers 
who were younger than the interviewees, which might have affected the 
nature of the technology related discussions. In the future, it may be ben-
eficial to explore the topic using peer interviews to examine whether the 
phenomenon appears similarly. Future studies could also focus on inves-
tigating technology use more specifically certain age group among older 
adults, as well as from a broader life course perspective to better under-
stand how the role of technology experiences cumulates across a lifetime.

Conclusion
Technologies play a nearly ubiquitous role in many societies, and 
better understanding the psychological phenomena related to the 
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experiences and views of using ICT is necessary to safeguard peo-
ples’ well-being and successfully deploy technologies. Our analyses 
showed that basic psychological needs play a multifaceted and im-
portant role in older adults’ experiences and views of using ICT. The 
results suggest that the basic psychological needs can guide what kind 
of technology is adopted or not adopted, how, and why. Furthermore, 
use of ICT can enable and hinder the meeting of basic psychological 
need and thereby relate to older adults’ well-being. If societies focus 
mainly on closing the digital divide and do not acknowledge that 
in some cases ICT may hinder the fulfillment of basic psychological 
needs, we might encounter entirely different challenges in the future. 
When promoting digital inclusion and deployment of technologies, 
it is paramount to do so with technology that supports older adults’ 
autonomy, competence, and relatedness to safeguard their well-being. 
SDT provides a valuable analytical tool for addressing these topics, 
helping to amplify the voices of older adults in the development of 
digital society.

Funding
This work was supported by the Intelligent Society Platform for  
2021–2022, an Academy of Finland-funded profiling action operating at 
Tampere University and The Centre of Excellence in Research on Ageing 
and Care (CoE AgeCare 2018–2025).

Ethical Approval
The ethics committee of the Tampere region in Finland declared in a 2021 
statement that the protocol for this research did not present any ethical 
issues (Statement 68/2021).

Corresponding Author
Rita Latikka, Demos Helsinki, Mechelininkatu 3d, 00100 Helsinki, Finland, 
Email: rita.latikka@demoshelsinki.fi

mailto:rita.latikka@demoshelsinki.fi


Technology use and basic psychological needs

17

References
Amankwah-Amoah, J., Khan, Z., Wood, G. & Knight, G. (2021). COVID-19 

and digitalization: The great acceleration. Journal of Business Research 
136: 602–611. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2021.08.011

Ball, C., Francis, J., Huang, K. T., Kadylak, T., Cotten, S. R. & Rikard, R. V. 
(2019). The physical–digital divide: Exploring the social gap between 
digital natives and physical natives. Journal of Applied Gerontology 38(8): 
1167–1184. https://doi.org/10.1177/0733464817732518

Baumeister, R. F. & Leary, M. R. (1995). The need to belong: Desire for inter-
personal attachments as a fundamental human motivation. Psychological 
Bulletin 117(3): 497–529. https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.117.3.497

Bengtsson, M. (2016). How to plan and perform a qualitative study using 
content analysis. NursingPlus Open 2: 8–14. https://doi.org/10.1016/ 
j.npls.2016.01.001

Birkland, J. (2019). Gerontechnology: Understanding Older Adult Information 
and Communication Technology Use. Bingley: Emerald Publishing Ltd. 

Calvo, R. A., Peters, D., Vold, K. & Ryan, R. M. (2020). Supporting human 
autonomy in AI systems: A framework for ethical enquiry. In C. Burr & 
L. Floridi (eds.), Ethics of Digital Well-Being (pp. 31–54). Cham: Springer. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-50585-1_2

Choolayil, A. & Putran, L. (2022). Transcending borders and stereotypes: 
Older parents’ intergenerational contacts and social networking 
through digital platforms. International Journal of Ageing and Later Life 
15(2): 127–153. https://doi.org/10.3384/ijal.1652-8670.3504

Clark, R. & Moloney, G. (2020). Facebook and older adults: Fulfilling 
psychological needs? Journal of Aging Studies 55: 100897. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.jaging.2020.100897

Cotten, S. R., Schuster, A. M. & Seifert, A. (2022). Social media use and 
well-being among older adults. Current Opinion in Psychology 45: 
101293. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2021.12.005

de Charms, R. (1968). Personal Causation: The Internal Affective Determinants 
of Behavior. New York, NY: Academic Press.

Deci, E. L. (1971). Effects of externally mediated rewards on intrinsic 
motivation. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 18(1): 105. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/h0030644

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2021.08.011
https://doi.org/10.1177/0733464817732518
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.117.3.497
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.npls.2016.01.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.npls.2016.01.001
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-50585-1_2
https://doi.org/10.3384/ijal.1652-8670.3504
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jaging.2020.100897
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jaging.2020.100897
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2021.12.005
https://doi.org/10.1037/h0030644


International Journal of Ageing and Later Life 

18

Deci, E. L. & Ryan, R. M. (1985). Intrinsic Motivation and Self-Determination 
in Human Behavior. New York, NY: Plenum Publishing Co.

Deci, E. L., Spiegel, N. H., Ryan, R. M., Koestner, R. & Kauffman, M. 
(1982). Effects of performance standards on teaching styles: Behavior 
of controlling teachers. Journal of Educational Psychology 74(6): 852. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.74.6.852

Dupuy, L., Consel, C. & Sauzéon, H. (2016). Self determination-based 
design to achieve acceptance of assisted living technologies for 
older adults. Computers in Human Behavior 65: 508–521. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.chb.2016.07.042

Elo, S. & Kyngäs, H. (2008). The qualitative content analysis pro-
cess. Journal of Advanced Nursing 62(1): 107–115. https://doi.
org/10.1111/j.1365-2648.2007.04569.x

Fang, Y., Chau, A. K., Wong, A., Fung, H. H. & Woo, J. (2018). Informa-
tion and communicative technology use enhances psychological 
well-being of older adults: The roles of age, social connectedness, and 
frailty status. Aging & Mental Health 22(11): 1516–1524. https://doi.org
/10.1080/13607863.2017.1358354

Ferrand, C. & Martinent, G. (2021). Need frustration and depressive symp-
toms in French older people: Using a self-determination approach. 
Aging & Mental Health 25(6): 1094–1100. https://doi.org/10.1080/136
07863.2020.1758912

Ferrand, C., Martinent, G. & Durmaz, N. (2014). Psychological need 
satisfaction and well-being in adults aged 80 years and older living 
in residential homes: Using a self-determination theory perspec-
tive. Journal of Aging Studies 30: 104–111. https://doi.org/10.1016/ 
j.jaging.2014.04.004

Forsman, A. K. & Nordmyr, J. (2017). Psychosocial links between internet 
use and mental health in later life: A systematic review of quantita-
tive and qualitative evidence. Journal of Applied Gerontology 36(12): 
1471–1518. https://doi.org/10.1177/0733464815595509

Gallistl, V., Rohner, R., Hengl, L. & Kolland, F. (2021). Doing digital exclu-
sion–technology practices of older internet non-users. Journal of Aging 
Studies 59: 100973. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jaging.2021.100973

Gallistl, V. & Wanka, A. (2022). The internet multiple: How internet prac-
tices are valued in later life. International Journal of Ageing and Later Life 
15(2): 103–126. https://doi.org/10.3384/ijal.1652-8670.3563

https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.74.6.852
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2016.07.042
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2016.07.042
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2648.2007.04569.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2648.2007.04569.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/13607863.2017.1358354
https://doi.org/10.1080/13607863.2017.1358354
https://doi.org/10.1080/13607863.2020.1758912
https://doi.org/10.1080/13607863.2020.1758912
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jaging.2014.04.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jaging.2014.04.004
https://doi.org/10.1177/0733464815595509
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jaging.2021.100973
https://doi.org/10.3384/ijal.1652-8670.3563


Technology use and basic psychological needs

19

Keenan, J., Rahman, R. & Hudson, J. (2021). Exploring the acceptance 
of telehealth within palliative care: A self-determination theory 
perspective. Health and Technology 11(3): 575–584. https://doi.
org/10.1007/s12553-021-00535-9

Krippendorff, K. (2004). Content Analysis: An Introduction to Its Methodology. 
Thousand Oaks: Sage.

Latikka, R., Rubio-Hernández, R., Lohan, E. S., Rantala, J., Nieto Fernán-
dez, F., Laitinen, A. & Oksanen, A. (2021). Older adults’ loneliness, 
social isolation, and physical information and communication tech-
nology in the era of ambient assisted living: A systematic literature  
review. Journal of Medical Internet Research 23(12): e28022. https://doi.
org/10.2196/28022

Martin, A. A., Horn, A. B. & Allemand, M. (2021). Within-person associ-
ations between attachment security, need satisfaction and psychologi-
cal adjustment in daily life of older adults. The Journals of Gerontology,  
Series B: Psychological Sciences and Social Sciences 76(1): 56–66. https://
doi.org/10.1093/geronb/gbz148

Ministry of Finance. (2022). Government Report: Finland’s Digital Compass. 
Helsinki: Finnish Government.

Näsi, M., Räsänen, P. & Sarpila, O. (2012). ICT activity in later life:  
Internet use and leisure activities amongst senior citizens in Fin-
land. European Journal of Ageing 9: 169–176. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s10433-011-0210-8

OECD. (2020). Digital Transformation in the Age of COVID-19: Building Resil-
ience and Bridging Divides. Digital Economy Outlook 2020 Supplement. 
OECD. Available on https://web-archive.oecd.org/2020-11-27/571878-
digital-economy-outlook-covid.pdf (Accessed: June 10, 2025).

Peters, D., Calvo, R. A. & Ryan, R. M. (2018). Designing for motivation,  
engagement and wellbeing in digital experience. Frontiers in Psychol-
ogy 9: 797. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.00797

Ryan, R. M. & Deci, E. L. (2017). Self-Determination Theory: Basic Psycho-
logical Needs in Motivation, Development, and Wellness. New York, NY: 
Guilford Publishing.

Ryan, R. M. & Deci, E. L. (2019). Brick by brick: The origins, development, 
and future of self-determination theory. In A. J. Elliot (ed.), Advances 
in Motivation Science (Vol. 6, pp. 111–156). Cambridge, MA: Elsevier. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/bs.adms.2019.01.001

https://doi.org/10.1007/s12553-021-00535-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12553-021-00535-9
https://doi.org/10.2196/28022
https://doi.org/10.2196/28022
https://doi.org/10.1093/geronb/gbz148
https://doi.org/10.1093/geronb/gbz148
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10433-011-0210-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10433-011-0210-8
https://web-archive.oecd.org/2020-11-27/571878-digital-economy-outlook-covid.pdf
https://web-archive.oecd.org/2020-11-27/571878-digital-economy-outlook-covid.pdf
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.00797
https://doi.org/10.1016/bs.adms.2019.01.001


International Journal of Ageing and Later Life 

20

Ryan, R. M., Deci, E. L., Vansteenkiste, M. & Soenens, B. (2021). Building 
a science of motivated persons: Self-determination theory’s empirical 
approach to human experience and the regulation of behavior. Motiva-
tion Science 7(2): 97–110. https://doi.org/10.1037/mot0000194

Scheerder, A., Van Deursen, A. & Van Dijk, J. (2017). Determinants of Inter-
net skills, uses and outcomes. A systematic review of the second-and 
third-level digital divide. Telematics and Informatics 34(8): 1607–1624. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tele.2017.07.007

Simons, M., Reijnders, J., Janssens, M., Lataster, J. & Jacobs, N. (2023). Stay-
ing connected in old age: Associations between bonding social capi-
tal, loneliness and well-being and the value of digital media. Aging & 
Mental Health 27(1): 147–155. https://doi.org/10.1080/13607863.2022. 
2036947

Statistics of Finland. (2021). E-Commerce at a Turning Point. Available on  
https://stat.fi/til/sutivi/2021/sutivi_2021_2021-11-30_tie_001_
en.html (Accessed: June 10, 2025).

Ten Bruggencate, T., Luijkx, K. G. & Sturm, J. (2019). When your world 
gets smaller: How older people try to meet their social needs, includ-
ing the role of social technology. Ageing & Society 39(8): 1826–1852. 
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X18000260

United Nations. (2021). Digital Economy Report 2021. Cross-Border Data 
Flows and Development: For Whom the Data Flow. The United Nations 
Conference on Trade and Development. United Nations Publications. 
Available on https://unctad.org/system/files/official-document/
der2021_en.pdf (Accessed: June 10, 2025).

Van Deursen, A. J. & Helsper, E. J. (2015). The third-level digital divide: 
Who benefits most from being online? In L. Robinson, S. R. Cotten, J. 
Schulz, T. M. Hale & A. Williams (eds.), Communication and Information 
Technologies Annual (Vol. 10, pp. 29–52). Leeds: Emerald Group Pub-
lishing. https://doi.org/10.1108/S2050-206020150000010002

Van Deursen, A. J. & Van Dijk, J. A. (2014). The digital divide shifts to 
differences in usage. New Media & Society 16(3): 507–526. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1461444813487959

Van Deursen, A. J. & Van Dijk, J. A. (2019). The first-level digital  
divide shifts from inequalities in physical access to inequalities in 
material access. New Media & Society 21(2): 354–375. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1461444818797082

https://doi.org/10.1037/mot0000194
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tele.2017.07.007
https://doi.org/10.1080/13607863.2022.2036947
https://doi.org/10.1080/13607863.2022.2036947
https://stat.fi/til/sutivi/2021/sutivi_2021_2021-11-30_tie_001_en.html
https://stat.fi/til/sutivi/2021/sutivi_2021_2021-11-30_tie_001_en.html
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X18000260
https://unctad.org/system/files/official-document/der2021_en.pdf
https://unctad.org/system/files/official-document/der2021_en.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1108/S2050-206020150000010002
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444813487959
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444813487959
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444818797082
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444818797082


Technology use and basic psychological needs

21

Van Dijk, J. A. (2020). The Digital Divide. Hoboken: John Wiley & Sons.
Vansteenkiste, M. & Ryan, R. M. (2013). On psychological growth 

and vulnerability: Basic psychological need satisfaction and need 
frustration as a unifying principle. Journal of Psychotherapy Integration 
23(3): 263–280. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0032359

Vansteenkiste, M., Ryan, R. M. & Soenens, B. (2020). Basic psycholog-
ical need theory: Advancements, critical themes, and future direc-
tions. Motivation and Emotion 44(1): 1–31. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s11031-019-09818-1

White, R. W. (1959). Motivation reconsidered: The concept of competence. 
Psychological Review 66(5): 297–333. https://doi.org/10.1037/h0040934

Wilson, C. (2018). Is it love or loneliness? Exploring the impact of every-
day digital technology use on the wellbeing of older adults. Ageing &  
Society 38(7): 1307–1331. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X16001537a

https://doi.org/10.1037/a0032359
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11031-019-09818-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11031-019-09818-1
https://doi.org/10.1037/h0040934
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X16001537a

