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ABSTRACT
Age-related difficulties and quarantine restrictions impede the 
possibilities to maintain contact with one’s social network. 
Maintaining these contacts may be supported by digital games. 
To develop effective and feasible digital tools to foster social 
interaction, we aimed to explore what older adults find important 
in social contact and what barriers and enablers they foresee in 
digital gaming interventions as network support aids. Two focus 
groups and 20 semi-structured interviews (N = 29) with older 
adults (aged 55–87) were held to explore the research questions. 
Furthermore, a questionnaire was administered (N = 29) contain-
ing measures of loneliness, frailty, and social network size. 
Participants found ‘reciprocity’, ‘in-person contact’, and ‘personal 
connection’ important in contact with strong ties. Online games 
were not used much for socializing but may be used in the future, 
particularly by less mobile older adults. Future social gaming 
interventions should be challenging, user-friendly, and offer the 
possibility to communicate. Digital co-designed interventions 
that are feasible, challenging, intuitive, and trigger meaningful 
communication may strengthen social interactions in older 
adults. They may be a relevant social support tool in periods of 
interaction limitations due to functional impairment or social 
isolation.
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Introduction

Social contacts are of great importance in the lives of older adults. 
Frequent contact and support from others positively affect their cognitive 
functioning (Kelly et al., 2017; Zunzunegui et al., 2003) and physical and 
mental health (Cornwell & Waite, 2009; Resnick et al., 2002). 
Furthermore, the lack of social contacts is an important risk factor for 
loneliness (Pinquart & Sorensen, 2010). Considering population aging and 

CONTACT G. M. E. E. (Geeske) Peeters Geeske.Peeters@radboudumc.nl Department of Geriatric Medicine, 
Radboud University Medical Center, P.O. Box 9101, Nijmegen 6500 HB, The Netherlands

JOURNAL OF GERONTOLOGICAL SOCIAL WORK  
2023, VOL. 66, NO. 2, 274–290 
https://doi.org/10.1080/01634372.2022.2100548

© 2022 The Author(s). Published with license by Taylor & Francis Group, LLC.  
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 
License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in 
any medium, provided the original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built upon in any way.

http://orcid.org/0000-0003-3641-1517
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2495-1156
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2193-4908
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-8778-0131
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-8154-9393
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-1397-1677
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4460-7026
http://www.tandfonline.com
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/01634372.2022.2100548&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-02-01


the rapid changes in social network composition that may occur in later 
life (Cornwell et al., 2008), it becomes increasingly important to thor-
oughly understand what social contacts entail for older adults and how 
connections can be fostered.

Previous studies have shown that as age increases, we see a decrease in 
the total social network size (Wrzus et al., 2013), the emotional closeness 
to network members (Cornwell et al., 2008), and the perceived instru-
mental support received (Due et al., 1999). The social network is defined 
as the collection of interpersonal ties that an individual has and maintains 
with others (Litwin, 1995, 1996). Changes in health and environment, 
such as loss of partner or a close contact, cognitive impairment, and 
decreased mobility occur more frequently with age and impede active 
engagement with this network (Litwin & Stoeckel, 2014; Shiovitz-Ezra, 
2013; Van Tilburg, 1990), making older adults a specific risk group for 
loneliness. Furthermore, the recent SARS-CoV-2 pandemic and the result-
ing imposed isolation measures greatly restrict the possibilities to socialize 
in-person, with limited options to compensate for this. Therefore, it is 
important to understand what aspects of social contact are important to 
older adults to stimulate and facilitate this social interaction and 
strengthen social networks.

Digital tools and interventions are increasingly used and offer people 
the ability to socialize without physically being together, thereby circum-
venting some of the aforementioned challenges. Games are already used 
for social engagement by older adults (Ijsselsteijn et al., 2007), and a Wii 
Bowling exergame intervention showed promising results in decreasing 
loneliness (Schell et al., 2015). Research on the effectiveness of digital 
interventions is often limited (Barbosa Neves et al., 2019; Bouwman et al., 
2017; Chen & Schulz, 2016; Shah et al., 2021). However, this is primarily 
due to methodological shortcomings of the studies more so than limita-
tions of the digital interventions themselves (Shah et al., 2021).

Previous qualitative literature has primarily focused on predictors of 
loneliness (Cohen-Mansfield et al., 2016) or the experience of loneliness 
and network changes for older adults (Bedard-Thomas et al., 2019; 
Cohen-Mansfield & Eisner, 2020; Morlett Paredes et al., 2020; Vos et al., 
2020). In order to design a digital intervention to strengthen older adults’ 
social interactions, it is crucial to understand what these interactions 
mean for older adults, rather than focusing on the experience of lone-
liness. Therefore, in this qualitative study we will explore Dutch older 
adults’ perspectives on what they find important in social contact and the 
barriers and enablers they foresee for digital interventions in the form of 
online games to foster social interactions.
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Materials and methods

Design and participants

We used a qualitative research design. Data collection methods included focus 
groups and telephone interviews. The Consolidated Criteria for Reporting 
Qualitative Research (COREQ) were applied to ensure methodological quality 
(Tong et al., 2007). This is a checklist to help report all the important 
information in qualitative studies. Originally, we had planned to conduct 4– 
6 focus groups. However, after the second focus group, the first wave of 
COVID-19-related social distancing measures came into effect, and we 
switched to telephone interviews for the remaining participants. This is war-
ranted as both methods are complementary in qualitative research based on 
grounded theory and the aim for theme exploration. After the first wave of 
interviews, initial descriptive analysis revealed a representativeness bias 
toward vital and highly educated older adults. Following this, we specifically 
targeted less vital and lower educated older adults to obtain a more represen-
tative sample in total.

Participants were recruited specifically for this study through advertisement 
in a local weekly newspaper, via ’Network100’ (www.netwerk100.nl), which is 
a large group of older adults that works actively for the wellbeing of older 
adults, and via the personal networks of colleagues and participants. The 
advertisement was aimed at a study on using digital games to foster social 
interaction. Inclusion criteria consisted of being 50 years or older, community- 
dwelling, and speaking Dutch. The exclusion criteria were the inability to 
participate in a group discussion or telephone interview due to cognitive or 
hearing impairments.

Study procedure

The focus groups were organized at the Radboud University Medical Center in 
Nijmegen, The Netherlands. All focus groups and interviews took place 
between 11 March 2020, and 24 June 2020. The focus groups were chaired 
by a PhD student, and the interviews were administered by the PhD student 
and a MSc student, both not personally connected to any of the participants. 
Participants received information on the study beforehand, either by post or 
by e-mail. At the start of the focus group or interview, written informed 
consent was obtained, and a questionnaire was completed. This questionnaire 
consisted of demographics and information on wellbeing, loneliness, and 
frailty. The focus groups lasted for 2.5 hours, and the average interview dura-
tion was 58 minutes; all were voice recorded and transcribed.

The focus groups were held according to an interview guide consisting of 
the following main questions: (1) What aspects of social contact with people 
who are close to you (e.g., partner, (grand)children, close friends) are most 

276 J. H. M. JANSSEN ET AL.

http://www.netwerk100.nl


important to you? (i.e., strong ties) (2) How do these aspects differ for contacts 
with people who are less close to you? (i.e., weak ties) (3) What role for online 
games do you see in maintaining or fostering social contacts? Similar proce-
dures were used in the interviews, except that informed consent was given 
verbally (recorded), and the questionnaires were completed by telephone.

Ethics

The study was reviewed by the research ethics committee of the Radboud 
University Medical Center (file 2020–6199). It did not fall within the remit of 
the Medical Research Involving Human Subjects Act (WMO). The ethics 
committee approved the study based on the Dutch Code of conduct for health 
research, the Dutch Code of conduct for responsible use, the Dutch Personal 
Data Protection Act, and the Medical Treatment Agreement Act.

Quantitative study materials

Quantitative data were predominantly collected for description of the sample. 
The questionnaire consisted primarily of the Older Persons and Informal 
Caregiver Survey-Short Form (TOPICS-SF) (Santoso et al., 2018), which 
provides information on demographics, physical and mental well-being, 
daily living activities, and morbidity. The TOPICS-SF was used to compute 
a frailty index (range 0–1, higher scores indicating higher levels of frailty), and 
a cutoff of 0.2 was used to classify someone as frail (Lutomski et al., 2013). The 
term ‘frailty’ refers to a state of vulnerability to adverse health outcomes (Clegg 
et al., 2013; Lutomski et al., 2013), and the frailty index is a way to quantify this 
vulnerability. Loneliness was measured with the 6-item De Jong-Gierveld 
Loneliness scale (range 0–6), categorized as not lonely (scores 0–1), moder-
ately lonely (scores 2–4), and severely lonely (scores 5–6) (De Jong Gierveld & 
Van Tilburg, 2006, 2008). Network size was measured by asking the number of 
people the participants had regular and important contact with (response 
options: 2 to 5, 6 to 10, 11 to 15, 16 to 20, more than 20) (Kuiper et al., 
2019). Lastly, fear of falling was administered by asking people whether they 
have been afraid of falling in the last twelve months. Fear of falling can 
decrease social activities, increase social isolation (Scheffer et al., 2008), and 
might therefore be positively associated with loneliness.

Data analysis

The verbatim typed transcripts were analyzed with ATLAS.ti 8 using the 
process of open, axial, and selective coding (Glaser et al., 1968). This entails 
reducing the transcripts to only a few relevant overarching themes. The first 
step, open coding, consists of an initial translation of words, phrases, and 
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sentences in descriptive codes. Two researchers independently coded three 
interviews. When disagreement occurred, this was discussed with a third 
researcher. After reaching agreement on encoding, the remaining transcripts 
were divided between the two researchers, coded and cross-checked by the 
other researcher. In the second step, the list of codes was further categorized 
and thematized into increasingly overarching bigger themes. These themes 
grasp the most important aspects of the given answers, and quotes were 
selected to illustrate the themes.

The questionnaire data were manually entered in SPSS, and descriptive 
statistics were calculated (mean and standard deviation (SD), or median and 
interquartile range (IQR) for non-normally distributed variables).

Results

A total of 29 participants took part across two focus groups (n = 4 and n = 5) 
and n = 20 individual telephone interviews. Table 1 gives an overview of the 
participant characteristics. 59% were female, and the mean age was 71.9 years 
(SD = 6.7). 72.4% were categorized as not lonely, and 31% had a social network 
of more than 20 persons. Two participants (7%) were categorized as frail 
(Table 1).

Two overarching themes pertaining to the questions on social connection 
were derived, i.e., “strong ties” and “weak ties”. Furthermore, two themes 
relating to the questions on digital technology and games were derived, i.e., 
“views on digital contact and games” and “game design”. These themes, with 
the corresponding categories and quotes, are summarized in Table 2 and 
discussed below.

Social interaction

Theme 1: strong ties
We distinguished three categories within the theme of strong ties: being 
together, reciprocity, and connection. First, participants indicated being phy-
sically together and sharing affection as important for strong ties as being 
together allows for personal and open conversations. Affection was related 
both to the grandchildren and other adults. Being together does not necessa-
rily require activities in order to be valuable, as illustrated by one of the 
participants:

Being together and undertaking an activity are two different things. Being together 
already has a certain value, a certain weight. (M, 74)

Second, participants mentioned reciprocity. It was said that being interested 
in each other is essential. Listening is an important factor in this, as one 
participant pointed out:
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People who are older have been through so much. You want to share that with other 
people. If someone listens to that, that is fantastic. (F, 79)

It is also mentioned that if the other person does not listen, there is no real 
contact. Therefore, the reciprocity must be genuine. Moreover, it is said that the 
friendship is better when there is an overlap in the way people live their lives.

The last category within this theme is connection. A sense of personal 
connection is perceived as important, and contact becomes valuable when it 
emotionally touches you and when the interaction is on a deeper level. 
Participants indicate that ‘true contact’ means opening up to someone and 
expecting the same from the other. One of the participants summarized it as:

I’m not that into superficial contact. [. . .] in essence, it is about real contact. And when 
you have that with people, and you have that real connection, you can immediately see 
from someone’s face when something is wrong. (F, 73)

Table 1. Characteristics of subjects aged 50+ participating in focus groups and 
interviews on social contacts and the possibility for online gaming.

Characteristics Median (IQR) Total (%)

Age in years 72 (9.5)
Loneliness 0 (2.0)
Frailty Index 0.05 (0.1)
Female sex 17 (59)
Network size

2 – 5 3 (10)
6 – 10 9 (31)

11 – 15 1 (3)
16 – 20 6 (21)
>20 9 (31)

Marital status
Married/partnered 15 (52)
Divorced 0 (0)
Widowed 9 (31)
Unmarried, no partner 5 (17)

Living situation
Independently, alone 14 (48)
Independently, with others 15 (52)
Healthcare facility 0 (0)

Highest education
Primary school with uncompleted further education 2 (7)
(Pre-)vocational secondary education 3 (10)
Secondary vocational education 8 (28)
University entrance level 2 (7)
University or higher education 14 (48)

Working situation
Lifetime unemployment 1 (3)
Working >20 hrs/week 4 (14)
Working <20 hrs/week 1 (3)
Incapacitated 0 (0)
Retired 23 (79)
Other 0 (0)

N = 29. IQR = interquartile range. Loneliness = the score resulting from the short form of the De Jong 
Gierveld Loneliness Scale. Frailty Index = calculated from the Older Persons and Informal Caregiver 
Survey-Short Form.
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Theme 2: weak ties
Participants were asked how the important aspects of contact with weak ties 
differed from those with strong ties. Weak ties were exemplified to participants 
as someone you briefly talk to at the supermarket. Positive and negative 
associations were distinguished.

Table 2. List of themes, categories and quotes of interviews and focus groups on social contacts 
and online games with older adults aged 50+.

Category Participant Quotes

Theme 1: Strong ties
Being 

together
FG1 (M, 

74)
‘Being together and undertaking an activity are two different things. Being together 

already has a certain value, a certain weight.’
I2 (F, 79) ‘Seeing each other is important. Embracing each other, hugging. Eating together, 

going to the theater together’
Reciprocity I2 (F, 79) ‘People that are older have been through so much. You want to share that with other 

people. If someone listens to that, that is fantastic.’
I13 (M, 87) ‘The interest in the way your friends and acquaintances live and handle life. That 

matches with the way you live your life, otherwise they aren’t good friends.’
Connection I1 (F, 76) ‘[It is important that] it is not superficial, but that something can touch you, that 

something that happened can make you sad. That the contact is, well, on a deeper 
level.’

I15 (F, 73) ‘I’m not that into superficial contact. [. . .] in essence it is about real contact. And when 
you have that with people, and you have that real connection, you can immediately 
see from someone’s face when something is wrong’

Theme 2: Weak ties
Positive 

aspects
FG2 (F, 73) ‘Another life can be very surprising. You go out of the box. You don’t linger in yourself, 

that’s what I think is valuable in meeting other people.’
I4 (M, 66) ‘It is a part of life. It is the social embeddedness. It is a reason not to move, for example, 

because you have your contacts. They might be superficial, but they provide the [. . .] 
psychological leaves and trees in daily life.’

Negative 
aspects

I8 (F, 68) ‘[It is] inconvenient that, when you are in a hurry, you think “now I have to be patient 
and finish this conversation”.’

Theme 3: Views on digital contacts and games
Facilitators FG1 (F, 71) ‘[they] live close, so I see her regularly. But in between visits, I find [text messages] just 

as valuable as when she would come by at that moment. I then feel like she thought 
of us, she lets us know what she did’

I3 (F, 56) ‘At the beginning I was not so sure. But now I think, especially for older adults, there 
should be so much more of that in the future. I am open to it’

Barriers FG1 (F, 79) ‘A computer is a dead thing standing in between. [. . .] there is someone behind that, 
but it doesn’t feel that way.’

I5 (F, 71) ‘Online games, I don’t know. I don’t do it; I don’t know it. [. . .] our life hasn’t reached 
that point yet. Let’s say it like that. You are still together and not lonely or alone’

Theme 4: Game design
Content I18 (F, 57) ‘It’s not fun when it is too easy. [. . .] You should need to think’

I7 (M, 72) ‘It shouldn’t be games that last for days. They should be finished in an hour’
I22 (M, 87) ‘In the beginning, if you want to expel loneliness, it should be mostly games that you 

can have some fun with. It should be an easy way to interact with each other. At 
a later stage [. . .], it is okay if the games ask more of people’s skill, but that depends 
on the development of the player (M, 87)’

Design I13 (M, 87) ‘I don’t know whether I could enjoy every game if I don’t know how the game works or 
what the game asks of me. As soon as I know that and I start playing, the game must 
have meaning for me.’

I10 (F, 66) There shouldn’t be too many rules, that people must play it ten times before they get 
it.

I1 (F, 83) “The industry should take older adults more into account. It should have an easy 
interface for them to stay up-to-date. [. . .] In that way, more people will join. [. . .] If 
it’s complicated, they will quit.”
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Positive aspects mentioned were that weak ties are without obligations and 
valuable in addition to strong ties. Weak ties are the social embeddedness in 
the neighborhood, and the “leaves on the tree of daily life.” They can be the 
reason not to move away from the neighborhood, for example. One partici-
pant said:

Another life story can be very surprising. You go out of the box. You don’t linger in 
yourself, that’s what I think is valuable in meeting other people. (F, 73)

Another participant indicated that it would be terrible to be somewhere where 
people just walk past each other without talking, therefore regarding weak ties 
as necessary for a happy life.

Negative aspects were also mentioned, e.g., that these contacts are unim-
portant and that there is no need to discuss all kinds of things with your 
neighbors. They take time, while you don’t get much out of them. One 
participant said:

[It is] inconvenient that, when you are in a hurry, you think ‘now I have to be patient and 
finish this conversation. (F, 68)

The use and design of digital games

Theme 3: views on digital contact and games
During the interview, participants shared their views on digital contacts (i.e., 
contact through telephone, chat, games, or e-mail). All participants had 
a smartphone that they primarily used for text messaging, e.g., WhatsApp. 
Some had experience with video calls, social media, and games. The more 
familiar games mostly consisted of card games (e.g., Spider Solitaire, Bridge, 
Poker), word games (e.g., Wordfeud, Woord Snack, Word Crack), and puzzle 
games (e.g., Triominos and Sudoku). Wordfeud is used for social interaction 
as well as for entertainment; most other games are primarily used as entertain-
ment, to take your mind off things, and to pass time.

Participants mentioned that digital contact is accessible and valuable. For 
example, WhatsApp group messages are perceived as ideal to quickly inform 
a large group of people. On receiving text messages from her grandchild, one 
participant said:

[They] live close, so I see her regularly. But in between visits, I find [text messages] just as 
valuable as when she would come by at that moment. I then feel like she thought of us; 
she lets us know what she did. (F, 71)

One participant used online games as a way of looking out for others, i.e., 
something might be wrong if the other player did not play their turn within 
a few days. Many participants suggested that, although not for now, contact 
through online games is a possibility for the future:
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At the beginning I was not so sure. But now I think, especially for older adults, there 
should be so much more of that in the future. I am open to it. (F, 56)

Barriers and risks in digital social contacts are also mentioned. Many parti-
cipants said that online games take a lot of time. This initial negative attitude 
toward games was largely taken away when suggested that online games may 
offer opportunities for people who are less mobile to stay connected, with which 
most participants agreed. However, some had negative associations with using 
technology for social contact. One participant said on video calls:

A computer is a dead thing standing in between. [. . .] there is someone behind that, but it 
doesn’t feel that way. (F, 79)

Another participant said they held off purchasing a smartphone for a long 
time, as they got very annoyed with people distracted by their smartphone 
during a conversation.

Theme 4: game design
Suggestions for the development of online games related to content and 
design. Participants said that there should be variation in the games and 
their levels. The games should be challenging, although not too challenging, 
and trigger knowledge and creativity. Games that are not challenging are 
perceived as boring, as “there must be something for you to think about.” 
Competition makes the games fun, as it allows you to show how smart you are. 
One participant summarized:

In the beginning, if you want to expel loneliness, it should be mostly games that you can 
have some fun with. It should be an easy way to interact with each other. At a later stage 
[. . .], it is okay if the games ask more of people’s skill, but that depends on the 
development of the player. (M, 87)

Concerning the design of the games, it was said that the games should be 
user-friendly, facilitate playing together, and trigger communication, either via 
video or chat messages. Controls or rules that are too complex are undesirable; 
this leads to frustration and takes away of the game experience. Participants 
prefer the games to be in their native language and suggest large letters, 
readable screens, high contrast, and use of colors. It should match the target 
group of older adults:

The industry should take older adults more into account. It should have an easy interface 
for them to stay up-to-date. [. . .] In that way, more people will join. [. . .] If it’s 
complicated, they will quit. (F, 83)

Another participant said that the games should be meaningful and entail more 
than the game itself:
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I don’t know whether I will enjoy a game if I don’t know how the game works or what the 
game asks of me. As soon as I know that and I start playing, the game must have meaning 
for me. (M, 87)

Discussion

This study qualitatively explored the important factors in social contacts for 
older adults and the older adults’ views on social gaming to maintain and 
strengthen their social network. Personal connection, in-person contact, and 
reciprocity were most important in contact with strong ties. Contact with weak 
ties can be a valuable addition to the network of strong ties but requires 
a certain time investment that is not always feasible or desirable. 
Challenging and simultaneously user-friendly games were considered the 
most important requirements for social game design.

The importance of connection and reciprocity shows the importance of 
contact and relationship quality (Bruggencate et al., 2017). This is supported 
by the literature, where it is shown that while the overall network of older adults 
shrinks over time (Cornwell et al., 2008), this decline is predominantly 
explained by a decrease in peripheral network members (Bruine de Bruin 
et al., 2020). The personal network, the small core of very close contacts, does 
not shrink with increasing age (van Tilburg, 1998). While the perceived instru-
mental support decreased, the perceived emotional support does not (Due et al., 
1999). This suggests that for older adults, the quality of the close contacts and 
connection with those contacts is more important than the size of the network 
(Bruine de Bruin et al., 2020; Green et al., 2016; Pinquart & Sorensen, 2010).

In this study we show the importance of weak ties for day-to-day interaction 
complementing the relationships with strong ties. The importance of a mixture 
of strong and weak ties is previously shown in literature. Weak ties may replace 
strong ties when these are lost, and the number of weak ties was found to be 
more predictive of more positive and less depressed affect than the number of 
strong ties (Huxhold et al., 2020). Strong and weak ties satisfy different needs 
(Yu, 2020), and both can be maintained with online contact. While strong ties 
are predominantly contacted in the safe and enclosed space of messaging apps 
like WhatsApp, where personal and intimate information can be shared 
(Karapanos et al., 2016), social network sites are primarily used to maintain 
contact with weak ties (Ellison et al., 2007; Twenge, 2013; Yu, 2020). In this 
study, the possibility of social contact through online apps and games is 
explored. Taking into account the different needs for different ties, it might 
be possible to use games to foster interaction with both strong and weak ties.

When describing loneliness, older adults often mention lacking someone 
they can confide in or share experiences with (Larsson et al., 2019), as deeper 
connections occur with people they can rely on (Buys et al., 2015). Family ties 
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are particularly important, as they provide accessible social support and a link 
to younger generations. However, this is only achieved when the connection is 
mutual and maintained by choice (Taube et al., 2016). Our results align with 
these findings, showing that most value comes from contacts where the 
reciprocity and mutual interest is genuine and where there is a personal 
connection.

The importance of physical proximity might be partly explained by the 
timing of the interviews, i.e., amidst the first wave of mandatory COVID-19 
isolation measures, during which older adults were advised to self-isolate 
(Kremers et al., 2021; Wu, 2020). However, this finding is consistent with 
earlier research showing the importance of physical proximity and face-to-face 
contact in the quality of the relationship (Bush, 2001; Dewit et al., 1988; Latané 
et al., 1995; Rogers-Jarrell et al., 2020; Teo et al., 2015).

The results regarding online gaming are in line with previous findings 
stating the importance of challenge and social interaction (De Schutter, 
2011; Nap et al., 2009). Our results add that user-friendliness is a necessary 
requirement for playing online games and an important factor in gaming 
satisfaction (Barros et al., 2014; Machado et al., 2018; Sauvé et al., 2019). 
Furthermore, in-game communication is considered more important than 
competition (Veloso & Costa, 2015). These specific qualitative findings reveal 
the importance of involving the end-users in the co-development and co- 
design of an online intervention in order to maximize the potential benefits for 
these end-users.

Strengths and limitations

A strength of the study is the timing during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Although the study was planned pre-COVID-19, a large part of the data 
collection occurred during isolation, which should be taken into account. 
Loneliness has increased during COVID-19 (Seifert & Hassler, 2020; Van 
Tilburg et al., 2020), and less opportunities for social interaction might have 
led to increased awareness of what is truly important in the social network. 
This might have positively influenced the richness of the collected data. 
Furthermore, older adults became more digitally active and skilled during 
isolation (e.g., video calling or text messages), and more technological oppor-
tunities became available (Banskota et al., 2020; Kuwahara et al., 2020). This 
might have led to more willingness to use online technology to maintain social 
contacts in the future. Future research should reveal whether this change is 
lasting, or rather subject to a time period bias.

The switch from focus groups to interviews can be considered a limitation. 
The choice for focus groups was deliberate since they are ideal when a wide 
and complex range of ideas is expected, as group interaction allows partici-
pants to build on each other’s ideas (Kaplowitz & Hoehn, 2001). However, 
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after the second focus group, the social distancing measures came into effect, 
forcing us to reschedule the remaining focus groups as individual telephone 
interviews, thereby missing group interaction and relying more on the con-
nection between the interviewer and the participant. On the other hand, 
telephone interviews also provide anonymity and privacy, possibly allowing 
more information sharing (Sturges & Hanrahan, 2004). We therefore believe 
that the switch does not limit the value and validity of our results.

A second limitation of the study is the representativeness of the sample. 
Convenience sampling resulted in a relatively highly educated, non-frail sample 
of older adults with a large social network and low loneliness levels. Although 
qualitative research generally does not require random sampling (Marshall, 
1996), this may have influenced our results. Initial data saturation was achieved 
after 16 interviews and two focus groups, after which the descriptive data were 
preliminarily analyzed, revealing the representativeness issue of the sample. 
Subsequently, four more participants were purposefully recruited with lower 
educational levels and smaller social networks. Their responses did not sub-
stantially differ from the prior interviews, suggesting that the restricted repre-
sentativeness may have had limited implications for the current conclusions.

Implications for research and practice

This study provides new information on social contacts for the group of 
mostly fit community-dwelling older adults. While previous research focused 
on the qualitative evaluation of loneliness itself in older adults, we approached 
it from the aspect of social contacts. By understanding what is important in 
social interactions, we more deeply understand the impact of the lack of these 
interactions. Furthermore, specifying what makes social interactions impor-
tant helps pave the way for more integrated and co-designed digital games to 
strengthen and broaden these interactions.

These digital social games can provide gerontological social workers with 
a valuable tool that older adults, given the right instructions, can use to 
increase their social embeddedness. Our study has shown that when identify-
ing games, one should make sure the games are not too complex, which means 
that these should be easy to read and understand, somewhat challenging, and 
in the older adults’ native language. It preferably triggers personal commu-
nication with a mixture of strong and weak ties.

Conclusion

Connection, reciprocity and being together are considered most important in 
social contacts in this sample of vital, community-dwelling older adults. 
Online co-designed interventions such as social games that are feasible, chal-
lenging and intuitive, and trigger meaningful communication, may strengthen 
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social interactions and reduce loneliness in older adults. This is especially 
relevant in a time of ongoing social restriction measures that older persons 
may even pose on themselves for fear of contracting the virus.
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