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SUMMARY 

Older persons’ experiences of the role of cell phone use: Implication for needs 

Keywords: older persons, mobile phones (cell phones), intrinsic motives/needs, instrumental 

motives/needs, well-being. 

This study (secondary data analysis) formed part of a broader research project 

(IGNITe) that used parallel mixed methods research design to explore older persons’ usage 

patterns of mobile technology and intergenerational relationships. The focus of the presented 

study was older persons, the role of cell phone use and how this related to their needs. 

Within an African context, the number of older persons is increasing rapidly and the 

same is true in South Africa, where the average age of the populace has shifted from very 

young to intermediate. Projections indicate that the percentage of older persons will continue 

to grow. This creates the possibility for older persons to remain part of their families for 

longer and mobile technology is one of the methods to maintain relational connections. Older 

persons use cell phones when it suits their specific needs. 

 The theoretical framework underlining this study was Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, 

which revolves around people’s motivations to satisfy specific needs. The hierarchy consists 

of lower levels of basic needs and higher levels beyond basic needs; people only attempt 

satisfying the needs on the one level after those of a preceding level have been satisfied. 

These needs include: biological and physiological needs, safety needs, social needs, esteem 

needs, cognitive needs, aesthetic needs, self-actualization needs and transcendence needs. 

The more important the need the greater a person’s motive to satisfy this need. 

 People have different needs, which cell phones can satisfy more efficiently than other 

media. Two categories of motives/gratifications were distinguished in telephone (cell phone) 

communication studies, namely intrinsic and instrumental. Intrinsic or social motives pertain 
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to communication and cell phone use to achieve companionship, whereas instrumental, 

utilitarian, extrinsic or task-oriented motives involve using cell phones for practical reasons. 

Only a small number of studies focussing on older persons’ motives, expectations and needs 

relating to cell phone usage exist and little is known about this phenomenon in developing 

countries, including South Africa. 

 Only qualitative data from the primary study (IGNITe) were used for the secondary 

analysis. The data consisted of a purposive sample of 52 individuals (aged 65–89 years). The 

Mmogo-method® (n=19) and semi-structured interviews (n=33) focussed on how 

participants use their cell phones. The collected data (audio recordings) were transcribed and 

used to identify themes by means of thematic analysis. Participants identified various roles 

that cell phones play in their lives, expressing that they use their cell phones to satisfy the 

following needs: a need to feel safe, a need to maintain a sense of control, a need for an aid in 

their daily routine, and a need to stay connected with family and friends. 

From the findings it was clear that cell phones play an important role in the lives of 

older persons and that this role relates to specific needs that they would like to satisfy. These 

themes related to Maslow’s hierarchy of basic needs and satisfying these needs by using their 

cell phones can possibly contribute to an older person’s total well-being. Further research on 

this topic is recommended to fill the gap in knowledge, as well as improving and contributing 

to the well-being of older persons within a South African context. 
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OPSOMMING 

Die belewenisse van ouer persone oor die rol van selfoongebruik: Implikasies vir behoeftes 

Sleutelwoorde: ouer persone, sellulêre fone (selfone), intrinsieke motiewe/behoeftes, 

instrumentele motiewe/behoeftes, welsyn.  

Hierdie studie (‘n sekondêre data-analise) het deel uitgemaak van ‘n wyer 

navorsingsprojek (IGNITe) wat van parallelle-gemengde-metode navorsingsontwerp gebruik 

gemaak het om ouer persone se gebruikspatrone van sellulêre tegnologie en intergenerasie-

kommunikasie te ondersoek. Die fokus van hierdie studie was gerig op ouer persone, die rol 

van selfoongebruik en hoe dit met hul behoeftes verband hou.  

In die Afrika-konteks neem die aantal ouer persone vinnig toe en dieselfde geld in 

Suid-Afrika, waar die gemiddelde ouderdom van die bevolking van baie jonk na intermediêr 

beweeg het. Projeksies toon dat die persentasie ouer persone sal aanhou om toe te neem. Dit 

skep die moontlikheid dat ouer persone langer deel van hul families kan bly en sellulêre 

tegnologie is een van die maniere waardeur familiebande onderhou kan word.  

Die teoretiese raamwerk van hierdie studie was Maslow se hiërargie van behoeftes, 

wat handel oor mense se motivering om spesifieke behoeftes te bevredig. Die hiërargie 

bestaan uit laer vlakke van basiese behoeftes en hoër vlakke bo basiese behoeftes; mense 

poog slegs om behoeftes op ‘n sekere vlak te bevredig wanneer dié van ‘n voorafgaande vlak 

reeds bevredig is. Hierdie behoeftes sluit die volgende in: biologiese- en fisiologiese 

behoeftes, veiligheidsbehoeftes, sosiale behoeftes, behoeftes aan aansien, kognitiewe 

behoeftes, estetiese behoeftes, behoeftes aan selfverwesenliking (self-aktualisering) en 

transendentale behoeftes. Hoe belangriker die behoefte, hoe sterker ‘n persoon se motivering 

om daardie behoefte te bevredig. 
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 Mense het verskillende behoeftes en selfone kan meer doeltreffend as ander media 

aan hierdie behoeftes voldoen. Twee kategorieë van motiewe/belonings, naamlik intrinsiek en 

instrumenteel, word in telefoon-kommunikasiestudies (selfoon) onderskei. Intrinsieke of 

sosiale motiewe verwys na kommunikasie en selfoongebruik om kameraadskap (geselskap) te 

bewerkstellig, terwyl instrumentele, gebruikswaarde- of taakgerigte motiewe die gebruik van 

selfone om praktiese redes behels. Slegs enkele studies wat op ouer persone se motiewe, 

verwagtinge en behoeftes aangaande selfoongebruik fokus, is al uitgevoer en daar is nie veel 

oor hierdie fenomeen in ontwikkelende lande, insluitend Suid-Afrika, bekend nie. 

Slegs die kwalitatiewe data van die primêre studie (IGNITe) is vir die sekondêre 

analise gebruik. Die data het bestaan uit ‘n doelbewuste steekproef van 52 individue (65–89 

jaar oud). Die Mmogo-metode® (n=19) en semi-gestruktureerde onderhoude (n=33) het 

gefokus op hoe die deelnemers hul selfone gebruik. Die ingesamelde data (klankopnames) is 

getranskribeer en gebruik om temas, met behulp van tematiese analises, te identifiseer. 

Deelnemers het die verskeie rolle wat selfone in hul lewens speel, geïdentifiseer en genoem 

dat hulle hul selfone gebruik om die volgende behoeftes te bevredig: ‘n behoefte om veilig te 

voel, ‘n behoefte om ‘n gevoel van beheer te handhaaf, ‘n behoefte vir bystand in hul 

daaglikse roetines en ‘n behoefte om kontak met familie en vriende te behou. 

Die bevindinge het dit duidelik gemaak dat selfone ‘n belangrike rol in die lewens van 

ouer persone speel en dat hierdie rol verband hou met spesifieke behoeftes wat hulle wil 

bevredig. Hierdie temas is verwant aan Maslow se hiërargie van basiese behoeftes en die 

bevrediging van daardie behoeftes deur middel van selfoongebruik kan moontlik tot ouer 

persone se algehele welsyn bydra. Verdere navorsing oor hierdie onderwerp word aanbeveel 

om bestaande kennis aan te vul, sowel as om tot die welsyn van ouer persone in ‘n Suid-

Afrikaanse konteks by te dra en dit te verbeter. 
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 Language editing for this dissertation was done by Esmé Harris. 

 Translation of Afrikaans to English participant quotes was conducted by Esmé Harris. 

 Data collection methods for the primary study (IGNITe) were conducted in English, 

Afrikaans and Setswana to ensure that participants understood the questioning.   

 Consent for the submission of this article concerning examination purposes in fulfilment 

of the degree Magister Scientiae in Research Psychology has been provided by the co-

author and supervisor, Dr Werner de Klerk. 
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SECTION 1: INTRODUCTION 

Introduction 

This study reports the findings of a secondary data analysis that formed part of a 

larger research project, the IGNITe (Inter-Generational Networks through Information 

Technology) project (primary study), that focussed on older persons’ mobile technology user 

patterns and intergenerational relationships. In an effort to contextualise the presented study, 

an overview of the primary study has been provided. This overview is followed by a literature 

review regarding the secondary study that includes population ageing, mobile technology 

user patterns in older age, possible needs satisfied by cell phone use, and the theoretical 

framework explaining older people’s mobile technology (cell phones) user patterns. 

The Primary Study: IGNITe 

The aim of the IGNITe project was to shed light on older persons’ user patterns of 

mobile technology, as well as exploring the role of mobile technology in relationships 

between members of different generations. The IGNITe project was done by means of 

convergent parallel mixed methods research design in February and March 2014, where 

qualitative and quantitative data collection methods were utilised. Data were collected within 

the Tlokwe Municipal area (Potchefstroom, Promosa and Ikageng), North West Province, 

South Africa. This was done by means of quantitative survey questionnaires, semi-structured 

interviews and visual research methods (the Mmogo-method®). 

Research Context and Participants 

A total sample of 128 participants between the ages of 65 and 89 years was used by 

means of a purposive sampling method, which was selected based on inclusion and exclusion 

criteria. The inclusion criteria used for the primary study included the following: participants 
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had to be older than 60 years of age, had to have access to a cell phone, had to be cognitively 

able to take part in a semi-structured interview, had to be able to understand and speak 

Afrikaans, English or Setswana, had to be able to engage in discussions about their 

experiences of cell phone use, and they had to represent a range of socio-economic levels 

based on the Living Standard Measurement (LSM) scale. The LSM scale was chosen for the 

IGNITe study to ensure the diversity of participants and that the focus was shifted away from 

any form of racial classification to the different socio-economical levels of the participants 

(Grosh & Glewwe, 1995). 

All 128 participants completed the quantitative survey questionnaires, of which 71 

participants were from the Potchefstroom area, 37 participants from Ikageng and 20 

participants from Promosa. The qualitative aspect of the primary study comprised 52 

participants. Mmogo-method® sessions (n=19) included the following participants: six 

participants (four female, two male) from the Potchefstroom service centre, seven 

participants (all female) from the Ikageng centre and six participants (all female) from the 

Promosa centre. The semi-structured interviews (n=33) consisted of 15 interviews (including 

group interviews) from the Potchefstroom service centre, involving 19 participants (13 

female and six male), 12 interviews (all female) from the Ikageng centre, and two interviews 

(both female) from the Promosa centre. 

Procedure and Data Collection 

Mediators and gatekeepers in the community were approached. They were requested to 

explain beforehand what the research would require, as well as invite the older persons as 

participants to the different data gathering days. Announcements regarding the research were 

made at weekly meetings, posters were placed in communal areas and participants in 

Potchefstroom were invited by word-of-mouth. Participants in Promosa and Ikageng were 
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invited by means of gatekeepers and word of mouth and were notified by the gatekeepers of 

the specific time, date and place the research would take place. 

Fieldworkers, consisting of post graduate students (research psychology master’s 

degree and psychology honours degree students), were trained in obtaining informed consent 

forms, conducting semi-structured interviews and administering quantitative questionnaires. 

The psychology students attended an introductory workshop regarding the IGNITe project on 

19 February 2014. During this workshop they were given the necessary background 

information regarding the research and its purposes/aims by the primary researchers. The 

students were informed as to what their role as fieldworkers would entail, how to download 

the necessary hyperlink to the questionnaire on their cell phones, the questionnaire process 

and methods, i.e. administering, completing, submission of questionnaires. After this the 

students could practise and complete the questionnaire to determine whether the hyperlink 

and submission process worked. The students also attended an information session during the 

workshop regarding the administration of the consent forms. The research psychology 

students attended a workshop regarding interviews, with a special focus on semi-structured 

interviews, on 24 February 2014. During this workshop the students could practise their 

interviewing skills on each other. On 25 February 2014 all relevant information regarding the 

research and their role as fieldworkers were explained to the students during an introductory 

session on the IGNITe project by the primary researchers. 

On days on which the research was conducted, the students gathered at 09:00 at a 

predetermined venue to be briefed on the day’s schedule and to depart to the sample group’s 

location. Upon arrival at the different locations, the primary researchers briefed the 

participants on the research so that they could understand the entire process, and consent 

forms were handed out to each participant. The honours students were available to ensure that 

the participants made informed decisions and for questions from the participants. After 
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collecting the consent forms, the honours students used their own cell phones for 

administering the quantitative survey questionnaires to the participants. The latter included 

demographic information questions (seven general questions and nine questions pertaining to 

living arrangements) and the LSM scale. The questionnaires were also available in print to 

ensure that none of the participants struggled with cell phones. Completed questionnaires, 

were submitted via cell phones to an internet database. Participants identified as phone 

owners then proceeded to take part in semi-structured interviews with the masters students. 

Interviews were conducted using semi-structured questions and probing to gather more 

information on the topic of cell phone use. These semi-structured interviews included mostly 

individual interviews, but a small number were conducted as group interviews. Before 

commencement of the interviews, the master’s students asked the participants for consent to 

record the interviews by means of an audio recorder. Upon agreement, the interview started 

and was recorded. 

The participants not taking part in interviews were approached to attend a Mmogo-

method® session. According to Roos (2012) the Mmogo-method® is a visual data collection 

method that makes use of a specific research question to prompt participants to create objects 

with various materials, e.g. clay, beads and straws. The Mmogo-method® exposes 

participants to an unstructured research environment and materials and by using an open-

ended research question the participants are invited to visually convey their experience of a 

specific subject (Roos, 2008). Participants were taken to a quiet, predetermined area where 

they were seated at a table and given consent forms, which were read and explained to the 

participants. The primary researchers and master’s students were available to answer any 

questions or assist the participants with any uncertainties. After the completion and gathering 

of the consent forms, one of the primary researchers explained the activities for the Mmogo-

method®. A translator was used where needed.  
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Each participant received a container containing moulding clay, straws, beads and a 

round piece of cloth. The participants were asked to use these materials to create a visual 

representation of how they personally use their cell phones (the following instruction/task 

was given: ‘Build a physical representation of how you use your cell phone’). The primary 

researchers, translator and master’s students were available to answer questions during the 

building process. After the passing of a predetermined amount of time (45 minutes), the 

participants were asked to describe what they had created. In facilitating this description, the 

primary researchers made use of probing questions. The entire Mmogo-method® session was 

recorded by the master’s students and photographs were taken of the visual 

representations/models (visual data). 

At the end of the Mmogo-method® session and semi-structured interviews, the 

participants were given access to a free helpdesk, provided by the honours students, to assist 

the elderly with any cell phone problems they might be experiencing. The recordings for both 

the semi-structured interviews and Mmogo-method® were transcribed into textual data by 

the honours students. Food and beverages were available at the end of all the activities. 

Ethical Considerations 

The IGNITe project was approved under the ethics number: NWU-00053-10-S1 on 13 

November 2013. The participants were recruited by means of gatekeepers in the communities 

who were contacted for the research (see the previous section on ‘Procedure and Data 

Collection’). The project was the first of its kind for these specific participants and their 

communities. Thus, research on intergenerational relationships and cell phones had not been 

conducted with these participants before and data on this topic had not been gathered in these 

communities. Informed consent forms, which informed participants about the research 

process and what would be expected from them, were distributed to the willing participants. 

The form guaranteed the participants that confidentiality would be ensured partially. Only 
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partial confidentiality could be guaranteed since data collection also took place in groups, but 

participants were asked not to discuss anything that transpired during the research session 

with non-participants. Participants were informed that their participation was voluntary and 

that they could stop taking part at any time of the data gathering process should they feel 

compelled to do so. Informed consent for the semi-structured interviews was given verbally 

before the onset of the interviews.  

The master’s students conducted the semi-structured interviews in the most quiet and 

private place available in the designated area. The participants were assured that their names 

would not be published or mentioned outside of the research context, to ensure anonymity. 

Access to the data and identifiable information of the participants was limited to the primary 

researchers and assistants. The collected data will remain safe in the possession of the 

primary researchers at the North-West University, Potchefstroom campus for a period of five 

years. Electronic data were stored on a password-protected computer, where only the 

researchers can gain access to the information. 

Possible risks and benefits of participating in the research were also discussed with the 

participants. As they may have experienced some emotional difficulty, a psychologist was 

available for debriefing during the research process. The possible benefits of the research 

included the assistance that participants received with any cell phone difficulties from a cell 

phone helpdesk (direct), social interaction with others (direct), the dissemination of the 

results to improve communication and interpersonal relationships and to develop programmes 

(indirect), as well as possible techniques to improve communication in interpersonal 

relationships (indirect). 

 

 



7 
 

Secondary Data Analysis 

Boslaugh (2014) described secondary data analysis according to various advantages 

and disadvantages by emphasising the role of the ‘second enquirer’ following the precise 

methodology as outlined by the ‘first enquirer’. Thus, the methodology of this study (see 

Section 2) was in accordance with that of the IGNITe project (i.e. the primary study). The 

main aim of the secondary data analysis was to interpret and describe older persons’ 

experiences of the role of cell phone use in an effort to conceptualise and investigate this role 

and shed light on the possibility to address certain needs, a theme that emerged from the 

primary study. For this section of the dissertation an in-depth literature overview has been 

presented to discuss and promote a comprehensive understanding of the research topic. To 

conceptualise the focus of the secondary data analysis, the on-going growth in population 

ageing has been discussed, followed by mobile technology user patterns in older age in light 

of the penetration of information communication technology (ICT) in developing countries, 

the theoretical framework explaining older persons’ needs related to mobile technology (cell 

phones) and cell phone use possibly satisfying those needs. 

Population Ageing  

Demographic shifts have become a worldwide occurrence during the past decades 

(Audit Commission, 2004; Czaja & Hiltz, 2005; United Nations [UN], 2013; United Nations 

Department of Economic and Social Affairs [UNDESA], 2010). According to Harper (2011a) 

the term ‘population ageing’ refers to a worldwide shift in population distribution patterns in 

the direction of older age. The number of people aged 65 years and older has increased 

globally (UNDESA, 2010) from 9.2% in 1990 to 11.7% in 2013 and will continue to grow, 

possibly reaching 21.1 % by 2050 (UN, 2013). According to Harper (2011b) the global 
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population reached seven billion people in 2011 and the steepest increase was noted in the 

ageing population (aged 65 and older).   

Rapid demographic transition also affects Africa (Aboderin, 2005; 2006). Even though 

the general population on this continent remains predominantly young, the proportion of 

older persons has increased over the last decades (Nambalamba & Chikoko, 2011; 

Palamuleni, Kalule-Sabiti, & Makiwane, 2007; Pillay & Maharaj, 2013). Population ageing 

in Africa is anticipated to increase more steeply by 2030, with more persons reaching the age 

of 65, as a result of improved health services (Statistics South Africa, 2013; United Nations 

Economic and Social Council [UNESC], 2013). Projections display that older persons depict 

4.5% of the African population and by 2050, they will comprise almost 10% of the total 

population of the continent (Statistics South Africa, 2013; UNESC, 2013). 

According to the United Nations Population Division (UNPD, 2013) the percentage of 

older persons in sub-Saharan Africa is smaller than that of the rest of the world. However, a 

marked growth in the ageing population in this region can be attributed to a decrease in 

fertility and increase in life span (Nambalamba & Chikoko, 2011). The South African 

population in particular has shifted from being very young, with 40% of people being under 

the age of 15 and 3.6% of people aged 65 years and older in 1985, to a population of 

intermediate age, with 31% being people under the age of 15 and 5% aged 65 years and older 

in 2010 (City of Cape Town, 2010). Currently (2015), more than 8% (4.42 million) of the 

total South African population is 60 years of age and older (Statistics South Africa, 2015) and 

this has a significant affect at both societal and familial levels (Aboderin, 2012a; 2012b; 

Aboderin & Ferreira, 2008; Bengston, 2001; Fent, Aparicio Diaz, & Prslawetz, 2013; Harper, 

2011a, Palamuleni et al., 2007). This growth consequently creates the possibility for older 

persons to remain part of their families for longer (Aboderin, 2012a; Bengston, 2001). Older 

persons will thus live to be part of their grandchildren’s and even great-grandchildren’s lives, 
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which leads to relational connections among members of different age groups or generations 

(Bengston, 2001; Fent et al., 2013). Mobile technology is one of various methods that people 

of different generations can use to sustain relational connections, which enables older 

generations to have contact with younger generations regardless of demographic proximity 

(see Tilemma, Dijst & Schwanen, 2010; Wei & Lo, 2006; Wu, Chan, & Chen, n.d).  

Information Communication Technology in Developing Countries: Mobile Technology 

User Patterns in Old Age 

Information Communication Technology (ICT) is being used in a variety of areas, 

including education, information technology, economic development, business and personal 

use (Zuppo, 2012). Mobile phones, which are included in ICT, is synonymous with efficiency 

and facilitates communication/connection within a global setting (Zuppo, 2012). According 

to Naismith, Lonsdale, Vavoula and Sharples (2004), ‘mobile’ generally pertains to 

something portable and personal, e.g. communication technology, such as mobile phones 

(cell phones). In a constantly developing and expanding technological world, the use of cell 

phones, as opposed to landlines, has become the general method of interpersonal 

communication (Katz & Aakhus, 2002; West, 2012). Cell phones, because of their mobility, 

seem to be more effective than other communication technologies at satisfying people’s 

communication needs (Jin & Park, 2010). 

Research has revealed numerous reasons for cell phone utilisation. Leung and Wei 

(2000) indicated that people use cell phones as it provides them with immediate access to 

other people (e.g. family and friends), regardless of time or location and assists them with 

planning or scheduling their daily routine. Cell phones also grant internet access (Smith, 

2012), and, according to Higgins (n.d.), this allows people to do internet banking. 

Furthermore, cell phones play an important role in emergency situations and can save lives 
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(Higgins, n.d.). Therefore, it can be assumed that cell phones play a critical role in the lives of 

human beings (Smith, 2012). 

According to Feist and McDougall (2013), research has revealed that communication 

technology may benefit older persons especially. Conci, Pianesi and Zancanaro (2009) stated 

that older persons are being labelled as ‘non-technological’ people and that they are being 

under-considered in the world of technology. These authors also found a significant number 

of research studies that contend this kind of stereotyping. A study by Venkatesh, Morris, 

Davis and Davis (2003) further supported this and found no evidence that older persons 

rejected technology more than people of other age groups. Mallenius, Rossi and Tuunainen 

(2007) suggested that older persons were interested in using cell phones. Older persons 

accept and adopt new technology (cell phones) when it suits their expectations and needs 

(Venkatesh et al., 2003), especially when the technology is simple enough to utilise 

(Mallenius et al., 2007). 

Studies by Plaza, Martin, Martin and Medrano (2011) and Leung, McGrenere and 

Graf (2008) found that cell phones can benefit older persons and support them in their daily 

lives and, according to Massimi, Baecker and Wu (2007), cell phones have the capacity to 

address a large number of needs of older persons. Benefits such as staying connected (Leung 

et al., 2008) and leading more meaningful, social and active lives have been found to allow 

older persons to live independently for longer (Mallenius et al., 2007). According to Ivan and 

Fernández-Ardèvol (2013) older persons have positive attitudes towards cell phone use in 

their interpersonal communication. 

The growth of mobile ICT is particularly prominent in emerging and poorly 

developed countries, where the majority of users have been unable to access ICT in the past 

(Meso, Musa, & Mbarika, 2005). In the developing world, including Africa, ICT adoption 

and use has shown dramatic growth over the last decade (Soremekun & Malgwi, 2013; 
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United Nations Children’s Fund [UNICEF], 2012) and South Africa has the third largest 

number of mobile users on the continent (UNICEF, 2012). Many South Africans, from rural 

and urban communities, have the means to access, explore and share digital information via 

computer and mobile internet connectivity (UNICEF, 2012). From 2005 to 2009, the number 

of people in South Africa renting, owning or having access to a cell phone has grown by 

20%, and, among South Africa’s total populace of 50 million people, mobile penetration is 

now at 100,48% (UNICEF, 2012). In comparison with other African countries, South Africa 

has the greatest number of cell phones per household. Cell phone adoption in South Africa 

has been an essential element in diminishing the communication gap among rural and urban 

demographics, as it gives access to regions not served by fixed telephone services or 

alternative ICT infrastructures (UNICEF, 2012). Cell phones in sub-Saharan Africa provide a 

means for communication between different generations and family members, as well as 

helping younger people to communicate with distant relatives on behalf of the elderly (Porter 

et al., 2015). Age and education play a definitive role in the cell phone usage patterns of 

South Africans (Hyde-Clarke & Van Tonder, 2011). Younger cell phone users utilise a range 

of functions, e.g. Mxit, WhatsApp, Facebook and various other social network sites, while 

older persons prefer voice-calling, which is the more traditional function (Porter et al., 2015). 

Theoretical Framework Explaining Older Persons’ Needs of Mobile Technology  

From a psychological perspective, Abraham Maslow successfully studied what 

motivates people (McLeod, 2007). He suggested that people possess a set of motivation 

systems unrelated to rewards or unconscious desires, but are motivated to achieve specific 

needs (McLeod, 2007). Maslow initially created a hierarchy consisting of five levels of basic 

needs, which was later adapted to eight levels to include higher levels of needs (McLeod, 

2007; Simons, Irwin, & Drinnien, 1987). McLeod (2007) stated that a person only seeks to 

fulfil the next level of needs after the previous level has been fulfilled. For a person to 
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become a fully functional individual, each level should be satisfied (McLeod, 2007). 

According to McLeod (2007) and Simons et al. (1987), these levels (levels 1-8) are as 

follows: 

1. Biological and physiological needs, which includes needs for air, food, drink, shelter, 

warmth, sex, sleep, etc.; 

2. Safety needs, which includes protection from elements, security, order, law, stability, 

etc.; 

3. Social needs, which includes needs of belongingness and love with regards to work 

group, family, affection, relationships, etc.; 

4. Esteem needs, which includes self-esteem, achievement, mastery, independence, 

status, dominance, prestige, managerial responsibility, etc.; 

5. Cognitive needs, including knowledge, meaning, etc.; 

6. Aesthetic needs, which includes appreciation and search for beauty, balance, form, 

etc.; 

7. Self-actualization needs, including realising personal potential, self-fulfilment, 

seeking personal growth and peak experiences; and 

8. Transcendence needs, which includes helping others to achieve self-actualization.  

Deci and Ryan (2000) suggested that a person’s motive to satisfy any need (whether 

physiological or psychological) is directly linked to the importance of that need. Thus, it is 

clear that people are motivated by their needs and if cell phones have the ability to meet some 

of the needs in this hierarchy, then it is safe to assume that cell phones can play an important 

role in people’s lives. It is, therefore, necessary to investigate people’s reasons (motives) for 

using cell phones and the needs that can be satisfied by cell phone use.  
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Possible Needs Satisfied by Cell Phone Use 

A small number of studies have been conducted on the acceptance/adoption of cell 

phones and, despite the increasing ageing population, even fewer studies have focussed on 

older persons’ cell phone use (Conci et al., 2009). Therefore, little is known about their 

reasons for adopting cell phone technology, their applications thereof and the role of cell 

phones in their lives (i.e. their expectations, motives and needs relating to cell phones), 

especially in developing countries. The following paragraphs will discuss the extant literature 

on this topic. 

Ramirez, Dimmick, Feaster and Lin (2008) found that users have different needs, which 

are more adequately satisfied by cell phones than other media. Studies conducted in the 

1990’s focussing on telephone communication by Dimmick, Sikand and Patterson (1994) and 

O’Keefe and Sulanowski (1995), identified two general categories of gratification/motives, 

namely intrinsic and instrumental. Intrinsic motives, also known as hedonic (Conci et al., 

2009) or social motives, involve communication by means of cell phones with 

companionship as the goal (Jin & Park, 2010). Instrumental motives, also known as 

utilitarian, extrinsic (Conci et al., 2009) or task-oriented motives, refer to the application of 

cell phones for utility, e.g. making appointments or seeking information (Jin & Park, 2010). 

Leung and Wei (2000) supported the idea of cell phone use having social and instrumental 

dimensions, and further motives such as mobility, immediacy, trend, and status were 

identified. Wei and Lo (2006) presented corresponding motives, such as the seeking of 

information, social utilisation, endearment/affection, trend and status, mobility and 

accessibility. The abovementioned findings showed that people use cell phones for a variety 

of motives, which can be grouped together. Therefore, it is important to define the role of cell 

phones and its position within the hierarchy of needs. 
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The following findings relate to older persons’ motives/gratifications relating to the 

intrinsic/social category. Older persons have the need to communicate and stay in touch with 

others, including their friends and family, and adopting cell phone use assists them in 

satisfying this need (Finchum & Weber, 2000; Ghosh, Lindeman, Ratan, & Steinmetz, 2014; 

Ling, Hwang, & Salvendy, 2006; Mallenius et al., 2007; Mann et al., 2004). A study by 

Chen, Chan and Tsang (2013) contributed to this need and found that one of the main 

motives for older persons’ adopting cell phone use is to maintain connections with people 

that are emotionally close to them. McCreadie and Tinker (2005) indicated that cell phone 

use, to satisfy the need to keep in touch, also alleviates the threat of isolation. Furthermore, 

Coughlin (1999) and Rébola and Jones (2011) pointed out that speaking to friends and family 

over the phone can assist older persons in staying healthy, which includes curbing depression 

and isolation. 

Abascal and Civit (2001) and McCreadie and Tinker (2005) found that the adoption of 

cell phones also has a positive effect on older persons’ personal independence. To older 

people, being independent involves exercising control over their lives and making their own 

decisions (Audit Commission, 2004). Oksman (2006) reiterated that utilising a cell phone can 

have a positive impact on older persons’ self-independence and adds to their self-esteem. 

Older persons also enjoy playing games on their cell phones (Massimi et al., 2007). 

According to Conci et al. (2009), enjoyment and fun are factors that contribute to older 

persons’ adoption/use of cell phones, and these benefits can contribute to lowering cognitive 

load. Some older persons have mentioned the benefits of cell phone games and feel that it is 

short-sighted to disregard cell phone entertainment services (games training and maintaining 

memory and brain activity) for older persons, as this service could remedy increasing 

loneliness (Mallenius et al., 2007). It is, therefore, clear from the abovementioned studies that 
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cell phones play an important role in older persons’ lives regarding certain intrinsic motives, 

namely social connectedness, maintaining independence, challenging isolation and pleasure. 

Instrumental motives relate to the use of cell phones for utility reasons (Jin & Park, 

2010). Older persons have been found to adopt cell phones because it enables them to easily 

access information at any time and anywhere (Ling et al., 2006). This was supported by 

Independent Age (n.d.) since their study found that cell phones enable older persons to gather 

experiences and share learning, skills and experiences with others. Kurniawan (2006) and 

Kurniawan (2007) also mentioned that cell phones can provide older persons with easy 

access to information and includes checking in with caretakers; this helps older persons to 

maintain some level of autonomy. 

Safety and security reasons motivating older persons to adopt cell phones form part of 

the instrumental category. Abascal and Civit (2001), McCreadie and Tinker (2005), 

Kurniawan (2007), and Mann et al. (2004) showed that the adoption of cell phones among 

older people often relates to safety and security reasons. Forming part of experiencing safety 

and security, older persons adopt cell phone use as they want to be reachable at all times 

(relating to emergency situations), which cannot be achieved with a fixed line phone 

(Mallenius et al., 2007). Massimi et al. (2007) and Mann et al. (2004) found that cell phones 

are an essential means for older persons to access help during emergencies.  

According to Conci et al. (2009) the experience of feeling safe is a crucial matter for 

older persons and this impacts an older person’s intention for cell phone use. Kurniawan 

(2008) added to the safety aspect by stating that during times when older persons are at home 

alone, cell phones can help them to feel less vulnerable and safer. Keating, Nagai, Hadder 

and Kowalsky (2007) found that older persons also experience a feeling of safety and comfort 

in having a cell phone when they are driving, in case of car trouble or any other unexpected 

circumstances. Participants in a study by Mallenius et al. (2007) mentioned so called 
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‘security cell phones’, where the cell phone is connected to their fixed-line phone and to a 

predetermined service number, e.g. social, healthcare or homecare, which contributes to older 

persons’ autonomy. Therefore, the instrumental value of cell phones with regards to older 

persons’ sense of safety and security is the motive for them to adopt cell phone use (Ivan & 

Fernandez-Ardevol, 2013). 

Some studies have indicated that cell phones play an important role in older persons’ 

lives regarding health-related issues, such as physical health, wellness, and prevention 

(Ghosh et al., 2014; Massimi et al., 2007). Worringham, Rojek and Stewart (2011) supported 

this idea, as it was shown that the elderly with cardiovascular problems use their cell phones 

to monitor their heart rate and EKG. Another study found that older people with memory 

impairments use their cell phones as a reminder to drink their medication at the appropriate 

times (Sterns, 2005). Thus, by supporting older persons in managing their health-related 

issues, cell phones can help them to maintain some form of autonomy (Sterns, 2005). 

Other instrumental motives emphasising the importance of cell phones in the daily lives 

of older persons relate to their everyday utilitarian needs. Massimi et al. (2007) found that 

older persons consider cell phones as very important to their daily lives due to the calendar 

that can support them in remembering important daily, weekly and monthly things and, by 

doing so, it acts as a memory aid. Kurniawan (2008) supported the memory-aid idea, stating 

that cell phones can assist older persons in organising their lives by using the alarm clock and 

reminder functions to compensate for a decline in memory. Mann et al. (2004) listed a 

number of utilitarian motives for the importance of cell phones to older persons, which 

included internet usage, doing business and shopping. Keating et al. (2007) added to the 

shopping aspect, stating that elderly couples use their cell phones as a means to keep in touch 

when one of them is shopping and has questions for their partner or when they want to add 

something to the shopping list. Furthermore, some older persons use public transport to visit 
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shops and they mention that they prefer contacting transport services via their own cell 

phones instead of having to be dependent on the shop they visit (Mallenius et al., 2007).  

Self-actualization, in this case referring to the motive to achieve everything they are 

capable of (Maslow, 1970), increases the utilitarian value of cell phones to older persons 

(Conci et al., 2009). It is, therefore, clear that cell phones are able to assist older persons in 

their daily lives and can be very important to them. Some reasons found in studies of older 

people’s cell phone use (see Chen et al., 2013; Leung et al., 2008; Mallenius et al., 2013; 

Pattison & Stedmon, 2006; Tang & Kao, 2005) clearly link to certain levels of needs in 

Maslow’s hierarchy, and for older persons to become or remain fully functioning individuals, 

they possibly need cell phones. 

Problem Statement 

In contemplating the acceptance/adoption of cell phones by older persons and the 

important role of cell phone technology, it is clear that intrinsic and instrumental motives 

should be considered (Conci et al., 2009). The few studies, (see Conci et al., 2009; Ivan & 

Fernandez-Ardevol, 2013; Kurniawan, 2006; Plaza et al., 2011) that considered older 

persons’ motives and needs for cell phone adoption revealed that further research on the topic 

can be valuable (Mallenius et al., 2007) and is, in fact, needed (Conci et al., 2009). Binti and 

Malik (2011) stated that cell phones form part of the personal items in people’s everyday 

lives and it is viewed as essential appliances/utensils that people should own.  

According to Binti and Malik (2011) older persons make up an increasing percentage of 

the global population, including that of South Africa. With this, and the importance of cell 

phones (Tang & Kao, 2005), in mind, the inclusion of cell phone technology in the everyday 

lives of people, especially older persons, might also be increasing. Mallenius et al. (2007) 

found that the growth in the number of older persons is challenging for the society and the 

cell phone service industry. Studies on older persons’ needs regarding cell phone technology 
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and the role of cell phones in older persons’ lives in a South African context is unavailable, 

and it is evident that there is a gap in knowledge regarding this phenomenon. South African 

studies can, therefore, generate valuable knowledge on the topic of older people’s 

relationship with cellular technology in developing countries.  

This knowledge can be applied to assist older persons in reaching the highest level of 

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, possibly ensuring that they are fully functioning in their old age 

and in today’s society. Safety needs, social needs, esteem needs (independence), cognitive 

needs (knowledge) and self-actualization needs form part of the needs that could be 

addressed by the role of cell phones in this study. These needs could also contribute to the 

total well-being of older persons. This research is therefore important as cell phones have the 

potential to benefit and improve older persons’ lives (see Feist & McDougal, 2013; Joe & 

Demeris, 2013; Mann, 2003), an aspect that, according to Horwitz and Currie (2007)  still has 

to be realised in South Africa. Thus, the research question that emanated from this problem 

statement was as follows: What role do cell phones play in the lives of older persons within 

the South African context? 

The aims of this study (secondary data analysis) were to interpret and describe the role 

of cell phone use for older persons within a South African context and to determine possible 

needs that could be addressed by the role of cell phones. 

Structure of the Research 

Section A provided comprehensive background for this study. Section B comprises an 

article that will be submitted for possible publication in the Journal of Psychology in Africa 

and includes the findings, methodology, and a discussion of the secondary data analysis. 

Lastly, Section C discusses the study’s contribution to older persons’ experiences of the role 

of cell phone use and the implication thereof for their needs, as well as critical reflections. 
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Abstract 

This study interpreted and described the experiences of older persons (n=52) pertaining to the 

role of cell phones in their lives and determined possible needs addressed by this role within 

the South African context.  A secondary data analysis was applied, using qualitative data 

gathered from a larger project (primary study) through the Mmogo-method® and semi-

structured interviews. The participants (male and female) were older than 60 years and 

represented a range of socio-economic levels. An interpretive descriptive research design was 

employed and data were thematically analysed. Findings indicated that participants utilised 

cell phones as a safety measure, provider of a sense of control, aid in daily routine, and 

staying connected with loved ones. The participants’ expressed needs (satisfied by cell 

phones) concurred with some aspects of Maslow’s hierarchy of basic needs, thus possibly 

contributing to their well-being. 

Keywords: older persons, mobile phones (cell phones), intrinsic motives/needs, 

instrumental motives/needs, well-being. 
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Introduction 

This study was done by means of secondary data analysis of a larger research project 

(IGNITe: Inter-Generational Networks through Information Technology). The IGNITe 

project (primary study) focussed primarily on the user patterns of mobile technology (cell 

phones) of people aged 60 years and older in South Africa, and how this technology 

influences intergenerational relationships. The primary study was conducted by means of a 

convergent parallel mixed methods design, by using participants (n=128) from different 

socio-economical and racial backgrounds. Data were collected in two phases, by using 

qualitative and quantitative data collection methods. From the findings of the primary study, 

different themes emerged that informed the presented study. The qualitative secondary data 

analysis specifically focussed on the role of mobile phones in the lives of older persons and 

their related needs. This was done by conceptualising older persons’ usage of mobile phones 

against the backdrop of population ageing in South Africa.  

Literature indicates that the global population is growing older (Audit Commission, 

2004; Czaja & Hiltz, 2005; United Nations [UN], 2013; United Nations Department of 

Economic and Social Affairs [UNDESA], 2010). Over the past years the number of persons 

aged 65 years and older has increased steeply (UNDESA, 2010). The percentage of older 

persons has shifted from 9.2% in 1990 to 11.7% in 2013 and the number of older people will 

continue to grow as a portion of the total global population and is predicted to reach 21.1% 

by 2050 (UN, 2013). Rapid demographic changes also affect the African population 

(Aboderin, 2005; 2006) and although the populace is mainly young, the percentage of older 

people has grown over the last decades (Nambalamba & Chikoko, 2011; Palamuleni, Kalule-

Sabiti, & Makiwane, 2007; Pillay & Maharaj, 2013). It is expected that population ageing in 

Africa will accelerate by 2030, since more people will be reaching 65 years of age due to 

improved health services (Statistics South Africa, 2013; United Nations Economic and Social 
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Council [UNESC], 2013). Furthermore, older people represented 4.5% of the African 

population in the year 2013, and it is predicted to reach 10% by the year 2050 (Statistics 

South Africa, 2013; UNESC, 2013). 

A similar demographic pattern is noticeable in South Africa. More than 8% of the total 

South African population is 60 years of age and older (Statistics South Africa, 2015), 

resulting in a subsequent increase of alternative care methods for older persons, such as 

mobile technology (Joe & Demiris, 2013). Older persons’ use of mobile technologies, mainly 

cell phones, has been studied in developed countries, focussing on user patterns, literacy and 

economic status (see Chen, Chen, & Tsang, 2013; Leung, McGrenere, & Graf, 2008; 

Mallenius, Rossi, & Tuunainen, 2013; Pattinson & Stedmon, 2006; Tang & Kao, 2005). 

Little is, however, known about older persons’ use of mobile phone technology in developing 

countries and specifically the role of cell phones in the lives of older persons (Ivan & 

Fernandez-Ardevol, 2013). According to Binti and Malik (2011), there is a growing tendency 

towards the adoption of cell phone technologies into the everyday lives of people, including 

older persons. This tendency necessitates inquiry into reasons for cell phone use, with the 

focus on older persons. 

In a constantly developing and expanding technological world, cell phones have 

become a general method of interpersonal communication (Jin & Park, 2010; Katz & 

Aakhus, 2002; West, 2012). People utilise cell phones for the following reasons: immediate 

access, regardless of time/location, to other people, removing the necessity of finding a 

landline phone (Leung & Wei, 2000), helping people to plan/schedule their daily routine, 

internet access (Smith, 2012), creating new marketplaces for businesses, helping to save lives 

in emergencies, and, via internet banking, to assist people in saving and spending their money 

(Higgins, n.d.). It can then be postulated that cell phones play a critical role in the lives of 
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people (Smith, 2012). Therefore, it is important to define this role and its position within the 

hierarchy of basic human needs. 

In an effort to understand what people are motivated by, Abraham Maslow 

conceptualised a hierarchy of basic human needs (McLeod, 2007). According to McLeod 

(2007) and Simons, Irwin, and Drinnien (1987) these needs include biological and 

physiological needs (e.g. air, food, drink, shelter, warmth, sex, sleep), safety needs (e.g. 

protection from elements, security, order, law, stability), social needs (e.g. belongingness and 

love with regards to work group, family, affection, relationships), esteem needs (e.g. self-

esteem, achievement, mastery, independence, status, dominance, prestige, managerial 

responsibility), cognitive needs (e.g. knowledge and meaning), aesthetic needs (which 

includes appreciation and search for beauty, balance, form, etc.), self-actualization needs 

(realising personal potential, self-fulfilment, seeking personal growth and peak experiences) 

and transcendence needs (helping others to achieve self-actualization). Deci and Ryan (2000) 

suggested that a person’s motives to satisfy any need, whether physiological or 

psychological, are directly linked to the importance of that need. 

Ramirez, Dimmick, Feaster and Lin (2008) showed that cell phone users have various 

needs and cell phones have the ability to satisfy these needs more sufficiently than other 

media. According to Dimmick (2003) and Picard (1989) gratifications can be seen as 

determining users’ choice of media, thus the needs users want to satisfy are the motives for 

their adoption of cell phone use. Telephone communication studies of Dimmick, Sikand and 

Patterson (1994) and O’Keefe and Sulanowski (1995) showed that there are two general 

categories of gratifications and motives, namely intrinsic and instrumental. 

Intrinsic motives, also referred to as hedonic (Conci et al., 2009) or social motives, and 

these motives pertain to communicating with others by means of cell phones for the goal of 
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companionship (Jin & Park, 2010). Instrumental motives, also referred to as extrinsic, 

utilitarian (Conci et al., 2009) or task-oriented motives, involve the application of cell phones 

for utility, e.g. making appointments or seeking information on topics (Jin & Park, 2010). 

Other studies support the idea that the use of cell phones has social (intrinsic) and 

instrumental dimensions, and further motives, such as mobility, immediacy, trend and status 

(Leung & Wei, 2000), seeking of information, social utilisation, endearment/affection, and 

accessibility (Wei & Lo, 2006) were identified. 

Research by Feist and McDougal (2013), revealed that older persons may benefit from 

communication technology. Venkatesh, Morris, Davis and Davis (2003) found that older 

persons accept and adopt technology when it suits their expectations and needs. On an 

intrinsic level, staying in touch with family and friends (Finchum & Weber, 2000; Ghosh, 

Lindeman, Ratan, & Steinmetz, 2014; Ling, Hwang, & Salvendy, 2006; Mann et al., 2004), 

keeping in touch to fight the threat of isolation (Coughlin, 1999; McCreadie & Tinker, 2005; 

Rébola & Jones, 2011), maintaining personal independence (Abascal & Civit, 2001; 

McCreadie & Tinker, 2005), and enjoyment while playing games (Massimi, Baecker, & Wu, 

2007) were found to be important motives for cell phone use.  

On an instrumental level, access to information at any time and anywhere (Independent 

Age, n.d.; Ling et al., 2006), easy access to caretakers to maintain autonomy (Kurniawan, 

2006; Kurniawan, 2007), safety/security reasons (Abascal & Civit, 2001; McCreadie & 

Tinker, 2005; Kurniawan, 2007; Mann et al., 2004), assistance with health-related issues 

(Ghosh et al., 2014; Massimi et al., 2007; Sterns, 2005; Worringham, Rojek & Stewart, 

2011), acting as a memory aid (Massimi et al., 2007), and internet usage for 

business/shopping purposes (Mann et al., 2004; Keating, Nagai, Hadder, & Kowalsky, 2007) 

were important motives for cell phone usage. 
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Problem Statement 

In understanding the acceptance of cell phones by older people and the important role 

thereof, instrumental and intrinsic motives (Conci et al., 2009) should be considered, since a 

person’s motive to gratify/satisfy any of his/her needs are directly linked to the importance of 

that need (Deci & Ryan, 2000). The small number of studies (see Conci et al., 2009; Ivan & 

Fernandez-Ardevol, 2013; Kurniawan, 2006; Plaza, Martin, Martin, & Medrano, 2011) that 

have been conducted on older people’s reasons (motives) and needs for cell phone use have 

highlighted the importance of research on this topic. 

According to Binti and Malik (2011), cell phones are becoming part of people’s 

personal, everyday items and are considered as one of the essential devices that people should 

own. Cell phones are becoming increasingly beneficial tools for society (Binti & Malik, 

2011). The mentioned research (see Audit Commission, 2004; Czaja & Hiltz, 2005; UN, 

2013; UNDESA, 2010) indicated that the composition of the global population, including that 

of South Africa, is changing and that the number of older persons (60 years of age and older) 

is increasing. Binti and Malik (2011) supported the idea that the older component of society 

is increasing and that there is concurrent growth in the importance of cell phone technology. 

The tendency is towards the inclusion of cell phone technology in the daily lives of people, 

including older persons.  

According to Tang and Kao (2005) the fact that people are living longer are leading to 

gradual demographic changes in the global population, with older persons comprising an 

increasingly large group in society and are considered vital users of cell phones. According to 

Conci et al. (2009), more research is needed on older persons and cell phone adoption. No 

research on older persons’ need for cell phones or the role of cell phones in their lives has 

been conducted in a South African context.  This research is therefore important as cell 
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phones have the potential to benefit and improve older persons’ lives (see Feist & McDougal, 

2013; Joe & Demeris, 2013; Mann, 2003), an aspect that, according to Horwitz and Currie 

(2007)  still has to be realised in South Africa. 

Considering the small number of studies on this topic and the need for further research, 

studies in a South African context could prove essential to filling the gap in knowledge about 

this phenomenon. The evidence found could possibly be used to help older persons reach the 

highest level of Maslow’s hierarchy, so that they can continue to be fully functioning in old 

age and in modern society. 

The research question that emanated from this problem statement was as follows: 

What role do cell phones play in the lives of older persons within the South African context? 

Aim of Research Study 

The aims of this study were, firstly, to interpret and describe the role of cell phone use 

for older persons within a South African context and, secondly, to determine possible needs 

that could be addressed by the use of cell phones. 

Methodology 

Research Method and Design 

A qualitative research method (approach) and an interpretive descriptive research 

design were utilised for the aims of this secondary data analysis. Merriam (2002) stated that 

the key to comprehending qualitative research lies in the belief that meaning is socially 

constructed by individuals in constant interaction with their surroundings. These 

surroundings, also known as their world, are not fixed, agreed upon or a measurable 

phenomenon (Merriam, 2002). Qualitative research was applicable in this specific study as it 
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focussed on older persons and their experiences of and reasons for the importance of cell 

phones and what role they play in their lives. Valuable knowledge was gained from the 

participants’ experiences and reflections. 

According to Thorne, Kirkham, and O’Flynn-Magee (2004, p. 3) “interpretive 

description provides direction in the creation of an interpretive account that is generated on 

the basis of informed questioning, using techniques of reflective, critical examination, and 

which will ultimately guide and inform disciplinary thought in some manner”. Therefore, the 

aim of this study was to interpret and describe this specific phenomenon, refraining from any 

pre-given framework and presenting the results accurately. 

Research Context and Participants 

The larger IGNITe project (primary study) involved participants selected by means of a 

purposive sampling method (Teddlie & Yu, 2007). The selection criteria (inclusion criteria) 

used for the IGNITe project required that participants (both male and female) be older than 

60 years of age, have access to a cell phone, be cognitively able to take part in a semi-

structured interview, had to be able to understand and speak Afrikaans, English or Setswana, 

had to be able to engage in discussions about their experiences of mobile phone use and that 

participants should represent a range of socio-economic levels based on the Living Standard 

Measurement scale (Grosh & Glewwe, 2000). The qualitative data collection methods, 

namely the Mmogo-method® and semi-structured interviews were employed in this study 

and the sample consisted of 52 participants between the ages of 65 and 89 years.  

The Mmogo-method® sessions (n=19) consisted of the following participants: six 

participants (four female, two male) from the Potchefstroom service centre, seven 

participants (all female) from the Ikageng centre, and six participants (all female) from the 

Promosa centre. The semi-structured interviews (n=33) consisted of 15 interviews (19 
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participants, 13 female and six male; some interviews were conducted in group sessions) 

from the Potchefstroom service centre, 12 interviews (all female) from the Ikageng centre, 

and two interviews (all female) from the Promosa centre. 

Procedure 

The primary researchers of the IGNITe project were contacted in 2014 for permission 

to use the IGNITe project’s qualitative data set for secondary data analysis. During a 

scheduled formal meeting, the primary researchers oriented the enquirer as to the initial aim 

and research process of the primary study. The enquirer was provided with the necessary 

information, which included the raw data (recordings and transcribed recordings), the original 

research proposal, and the research procedure of the primary study. The enquirer had the 

opportunity of presenting a possible research focus to the primary researchers. Opinions and 

suggestions were shared and formal permission was subsequently granted to the enquirer, and 

research supervisor, to work on the IGNITe data by means of secondary data analysis. 

Data Collection 

Data for the primary research project, IGNITe, were collected through quantitative 

survey questionnaires and the following qualitative methods: the Mmogo-method® and semi-

structured interviews. For the purpose of the secondary data analysis, the focus was only on 

data gathered by means of the Mmogo-method® and the semi-structured interviews. 

According to Roos (2012) the Mmogo-method® is a visual data collection method that 

makes use of a specific research question to prompt participants to create an object with 

materials, e.g. clay, beads and straws. This method exposes participants to an unstructured 

research environment and materials and by using an open-ended research question, 

participants are invited to visually convey their experiences of a specific subject (Roos, 
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2008). The instruction was: Build a visual representation of how you use your cell phone. 

The building period (about 45 minutes) was followed by a discussion of the visual 

presentations between the researcher and the participants (Roos, 2008). Thus participants had 

the chance to explain what they had made. The researcher made use of certain questions to 

clarify the exact meaning of the representations, such as: Tell me what you made? Why did 

you make this? Tell me more about this representation? At the end of the explanation and 

clarification, other participants were invited to comment on the individual’s representation 

and explanation. According to Roos (2012) this method allows the participants to convey 

their personal perspectives, feelings and experiences with regards to their own background 

and environment. Thus the participants’ representations provided the researchers with the 

necessary understanding of their personal experiences relating to this specific research 

question, and made the data applicable to this study. 

The semi-structured interviews included mostly individual interviews, but a small 

number of group interviews were conducted. Semi-structured interviews are used to 

corroborate data emerging from other data sources, span over a short period of time, and 

require participants to answer predetermined questions (Nieuwenhuis, 2007). According to 

Nieuwenhuis (2007) this kind of interview allows space for probing and clarification of 

answers. Group interviews differ from focus groups as interviews consist of asking 

participants semi-structured questions and the participants mainly communicate with the 

researcher (Nieuwenhuis, 2007). Group interviews in this study enabled the acquisition of 

more information from some of the participants, as some felt more at ease in a group and 

could relate to other’s experiences. The data collected by means of semi-structured interviews 

were applicable to this study, since it focussed on collecting data from specific questions 

about participants’ perspectives of their experiences. 
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Data Analysis 

The data were analysed by means of secondary data analysis, since the research 

question of the primary study differed from the research question of this study. Visual and 

textual data were obtained, but the focus of the secondary analysis was on the latter. 

Thematic analysis was used to analyse the transcriptions of the Mmogo-method®-sessions 

and the semi-structured interviews. 

According to Braun and Clarke (2006) thematic analysis is a method used for 

identifying, analysing and reporting themes/patterns within collected data and organises and 

describes data sets in rich detail (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Braun and Clarke (2006) further 

argued that thematic analysis offers an easy, accessible and flexible approach to analysing 

qualitative data. Therefore, thematic analysis was used to generate themes from the 

transcribed data in the secondary data analysis. The phases in thematic analysis (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006) that were applied in this study, were as follows: familiarisation with the data, 

generation of initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing of the themes, defining and 

naming of the themes and producing a report. 

Trustworthiness 

Trustworthiness entails demonstrating that the evidence for the reported findings is 

sound and that the ensuing argument is strong (LaBanca, 2010). Guba (1981) proposed four 

criteria that qualitative researchers should take into account when attempting to conduct a 

trustworthy study, namely credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability. 

Krefting (1991) referred to the same criteria as truth value, applicability, consistency and 

neutrality. By applying these criteria, the trustworthiness of this secondary analysis was 

ensured. 
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Truth value involves establishing confidence in the truth of the findings in terms of the 

subjects/participants and the context in which a study was done (Krefting, 1991). By means 

of extended and peer examination of the collected data (i.e. undertaking to understand the 

secondary data), truth value/credibility was achieved. According to Devine (2003) 

understanding the dataset is crucial for trustworthiness relating to secondary data analysis. 

Applicability of a study involves the extent to which the findings can be applied to/used 

for other contexts or other groups (Krefting, 1991). The research context and participants, as 

well as the research procedure and methodology followed for the purpose of this secondary 

data analysis, was broadly described and explained to ensure applicability. 

Consistency/dependability of the data entails whether the findings would be consistent 

if the same study were repeated with the same subjects or in a similar context (Krefting, 

1991). This can be achieved by including sections devoted to the research design and its 

implementation, the operational detail of data collection, and, lastly, reflective evaluation of 

the study (Shenton, 2004). These criteria were achieved by providing rich descriptions of the 

research procedure, methodology and findings of the secondary data analysis. 

According to Sandelowski (1986) neutrality/confirmability in qualitative research 

involves freedom from bias in research procedures and findings. Guba (1981) described it as 

the degree to which the findings are a function solely of the participants and their conditions 

within the research context and not a by-product of any other biases, motivations or 

perspectives. Confirmability can be achieved by a detailed methodological description that 

enables the reader to determine the extent to which the data, as well as the constructs 

emerging there from, may be accepted. An audit trail can help the observer to trace the course 

of a study step-by-step according to the decisions made and procedures explained (Shenton, 

2004). Continual reflection on the study itself and its progress ensured confirmability. 
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While high quality secondary data were aimed for in this study, it may not always be 

obtained. This was considered throughout the secondary data analysis, as suggested by 

Devine (2003). 

Ethical Considerations 

This study formed part of the IGNITe project that was approved by the Health Research 

Ethics Committee (HREC) of the North-West University (NWU), Potchefstroom campus 

(NWU-00053-10-S1). Since the research question of this study differed from that of the 

IGNITe project, a secondary data analysis was applied to the data gathered from the IGNITe 

project. The researcher of this study formed part of the initial data gathering team for the 

IGNITe project and, therefore, informed consent was not obtained again for the purposes of 

the secondary data analysis and the same ethical considerations and principles were adhered 

to. 

Data integrity regarding the secondary data analysis was ensured in the following 

manner: The secondary analyst (researcher) cleaned all the primary data from the IGNITe 

project for the purposes of secondary data analysis. The data/sample were not overused (this 

was confirmed with primary investigator) and the original data have never been used to 

interpret and describe the role of cell phone use for older persons, relating to their specific 

needs, in today’s society within a South African context. There was no risk for participants 

from the primary study (IGNITe), as the data were coded (the numbers of participants were 

given) to ensure confidentiality. Storage of previously collected data was secure and the 

safekeeping of the secondary data was ensured. These data sets were stored on a password-

protected computer, as well as in a secured office at the North-West University, 

Potchefstroom campus. Only the researcher and study supervisor had, and will continue to 

have, access to the secondary data.  
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Furthermore, findings arising from the IGNITe project will be published before those 

from the secondary data analysis. For dissemination purposes, the findings from the 

secondary data analysis will also be presented to participants from the relevant service 

centres, i.e. Potchefstroom, Ikageng, and Promosa. Data will be used and applied for 

publication purposes only within the limitations of the agreement with the data owner 

(primary IGNITe researchers), which does not violate the agreement entered into with the 

original participants and does not significantly deviate from the general aim of the primary 

research study. 

Findings 

Four main themes with subthemes emerged from the secondary data analysis. 

Appropriate verbatim quotations are provided as validation. 

Theme 1: Cell Phone Use as a Form of Safety 

One of the main reasons for older persons adopting cell phone use relates to safety. 

Different aspects of using cell phones to assist participants with safety issues were found 

during the secondary data analysis. These aspects were divided into the following subthemes: 

emergency situations, travelling, and medical services. 

Emergency situations. Participants experienced that cell phones aid them in different 

emergency situations, thus contributing to their safety. Some participants felt that they could 

use their cell phone specifically to contact people when they experience an emergency, as one 

participant commented: “…and you want to be able to SMS your children or familiar people 

in emergency situations” (Interview, Participant 18, Potchefstroom). Participants also 

explained that cell phone use is important, because some of their family members prefer to 

check in with them often to determine whether they are still fine or are experiencing any form 
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of emergency, as one participant commented about her daughter: “…but she simply must 

phone; she wants to know whether I’m still there, or whether she should come and look for 

me or whatever” (Mmogo, Participant 25, Potchefstroom). Another participant mentioned an 

emergency situation when she could not get into her house: “… if you find the gates at home 

locked, you can phone people inside the house to open the gate for you” (Mmogo, Participant 

49, Ikageng). 

Some participants reported that they have certain medical conditions and that these 

conditions can cause emergency situations where they need assistance, as one participant 

commented: “Very important, especially since I have a prosthetic leg – if I fall, I can’t get up 

by myself. I have to be able to phone my husband” (Interview, Participant 19, 

Potchefstroom). Another participant said: “…perhaps if I’m sick, not feeling well, that they 

should come if necessary and first take me to a clinic” (Mmogo, Participant 32, Promosa). 

Travelling. Participants also experienced some form of safety as cell phones enabled 

them to phone if or when they experience problems while travelling, i.e. to contact family 

members/special services that monitor their route or contacting people at home that are 

responsible for taking care of their homes while they are travelling. One participant 

commented: “…perhaps if you’re stranded by the roadside and the car broke down and you 

don’t know what to do, then at least there is always someone to contact” (Interview, 

Participant 12, Potchefstroom). 

One of the participants (Interview, Participant 18, Potchefstroom) stated: “…you know, 

it’s phone calls and your messages and that means a lot – to be able to SMS children or loved 

ones in emergency situations on the road” and also mentioned: “…we belong to Crisis and 

Call…they monitor my route…of course, they organise roadside assistance”. Another 

participant commented: “Or to tell my son when we visit Springbok, ‘Okay listen, we’re here 
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now or this how far we are…” (Interview, Participant 19, Potchefstroom). Another 

participant said: “…and when I’m on holiday with the children and some of the grandchildren 

and to find out whether my little dog is still fine” (Interview, Participant 13, Potchefstroom). 

Medical services. Finally, participants experienced that cell phones enable them to 

contact medical services. Participants seemed to experience some feeling of safety and 

comfort if they have a means to contact medical services because of ailments. One participant 

explained: “When you are sick you can phone an ambulance and it can arrive quickly” 

(Mmogo, Participant 51, Ikageng). Another participant emphasised: “…the first aid 

people…for safety, yes” (Mmogo, Participant 32, Promosa). 

Theme 2: Sense of Control 

Participants in this study experienced that cell phones enabled them to maintain a 

certain sense of control in their own lives and this included two subthemes: staying informed 

about happenings and acquaintances’ lives, news and achievements, and managing business 

affairs. 

Staying informed. It was evident that the participants experienced cell phone use as a 

method to stay informed about important events and obtaining information about the lives of 

people who are important to them. Participants felt that staying informed keeps them 

connected and enables them to maintain some sense of control in their own lives. One 

participant commented: “If you want information from the service centre, then you phone 

them” (Interview, Participant 1, Potchefstroom). Other participants mentioned: “…or if 

there’s a church function, like a fair, we tell one another” (Mmogo, Participant 33, Promosa) 

and: “I’m involved with in a project to get information regarding the progress of the 

project…” (Interview, Participant 45, Ikageng). 
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Growing older, participants still feel the need for staying in contact and informed about 

loved ones and their doings, even though they are separated, as one participant explained: 

“You see other family photos that you wouldn’t normally have seen, because the family lives 

far away, so in other words you now have contact with almost all of them, because they put 

new photos on Facebook…” (Mmogo, Participant 22, Potchefstroom). Another participant 

commented: “…children regularly inform me about their achievements…people put 

everything on Facebook, their whole lives…” (Mmogo, Participant 25, Potchefstroom). The 

participants’ cell phones also aid them in staying informed about news, e.g. bad news 

involving funerals, as one participant explained: “I use my phone to call my friends…as well 

as informing them about other people’s funerals” (Interview, Participant 45, Ikageng). 

Managing business affairs. Throughout the data there were signs of participants 

experiencing cell phone use as an aid in managing business affairs. The managing of their 

own business affairs enables them to maintain a certain sense of control in their lives and a 

changing world. Different aspects pertaining to their business affairs and ways by which they 

control these affairs became apparent. The buying and receiving of electricity without leaving 

the house, thus saving money, was one of these aspects. One participant commented: “Inside 

the house a cell phone is useful, because I am able to buy electricity with my cell phone, 

rather than having to waste money on transport to go to town and buy electricity” (Mmogo, 

Participant 50, Ikageng). 

Older persons also use their cell phones to manage their financial affairs, as they can do 

banking and shopping via their cell phones from anywhere, subsequently maintaining a sense 

of control in their lives. One participant commented: “…like me, who doesn’t have a car, so I 

cannot always go to the bank and clothing shops and so forth, it’s very good to get 

information quickly” (Mmogo, Participant 21, Potchefstroom). Regarding banking, which 
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pertains to receiving important notifications from the bank to keep informed on their 

accounts, one participant said:  

“And you know immediately if money has been withdrawn from your bank account, 

because the bank sends you a message; if you don’t have a cell phone connected to 

your banking, you wouldn’t know. Then there is a scam and you won’t know about it” 

(Mmogo, Participant 22, Potchefstroom). 

Another aspect pertaining to older persons’ business affairs is the receiving and paying 

of their bills. Receiving bills via e-mail on their phone and being able to pay these bills via 

their cell phones make managing their business affairs easier, as one participant commented:  

“Yes, if you received your email from…these days, the postal service can often not be 

trusted. So then you get your bill and you know what’s going on in your…especially 

like a medical aid” (Mmogo, Participant 20, Potchefstroom). 

Older persons manage their business affairs by communicating with and enquiring after 

businesses and medical services via their cell phones. One participant commented:  

“…if I have a problem, with Telkom or something, then I can phone them. Or if I’m 

looking for someone to mow the lawn and I have the phone number, then I phone them. 

Recently the geyser was broken and I saw the phone numbers in the Gazette and then I 

called them. Then they came to repair it” (Mmogo, Participant 28, Promosa).  

Another participant commented: “…they send you one that says you were at that specific 

doctor and they will pay him three days after that specific date or they send you your 

complete, not bill, your complete statement” (Mmogo, Participant 20, Potchefstroom). 
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Theme 3: Aid in Daily Routine 

It was clear that participants found cell phones to be a necessary aid in their daily 

routine. A number of different uses for their cell phones was mentioned by various 

participants. One participant mentioned: “It’s very important to me. If I have to set an alarm, 

I set it on my phone…” (Interview, Participant 4, Potchefstroom). Some participants 

mentioned that they use their cell phones to take pictures to create memories and share their 

experiences with others, as well as receiving pictures from others, as these two participants 

commented: “I take many photos with it…when we’re on holiday and I photograph my 

garden…” (Interview, Participant 13, Potchefstroom) and “…you can take photos, other 

people can send you photos of their lives and so forth…” (Mmogo, Participant 7, 

Potchefstroom). 

Participants indicated that they use their cell phones to see the weather forecast, as 

one participant indicated: “…I loaded the weather report, and tomorrow, if I wonder, ‘Will it 

rain?’, I can always check my weather report…” (Mmogo, Participant 22, Potchefstroom). 

Participants also indicated that their cell phones are valuable when they are at the shops, as 

one participant explained: “…for instance, if we’ve lost one another in a shop, or if I want to 

ask my daughter who lives with us whether she needs anything from Pick ‘n Pay…” 

(Interview, Participant 19, Potchefstroom). 

Theme 4: Staying Connected with Family and Friends 

It became apparent that keeping connected was one of the main roles that cell phones 

play in the participants’ lives. The evidence found in the data supporting this theme could be 

divided into two subthemes: maintaining relationships by frequent cell phone contact and 

maintaining relationships with family and friends who are abroad/far away. 
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Maintaining relationships by frequent cell phone contact. The use of cell phones 

helps participants build or facilitate relationships with others, as well as with giving and 

receiving love. Frequent cell phone contact assists older persons in maintaining relationships, 

thus staying connected to other people. Some participants also felt that asking for assistance 

in using their cell phone facilitated their relationship with the person whom they asked. One 

participant commented: “I call my friends if I miss them or if I want to know how they are 

doing” (Interview, Participant 44, Ikageng). Other participants stated: “Strictly to for people 

that I feel I must phone them and tell them I love them or miss them” (Mmogo, Participant 

21, Potchefstroom) and “To stay in contact with friends and family” (Interview, Participant 8, 

Potchefstroom). One participant was asked about her relationship with her grandson who 

assists her with cell phone problems: “Ma’am, would you say that cell phones and laptops, 

etc. strengthen your relationship?” To which she replied: ““Yes, yes, absolutely, yes” 

(Interview, Participant 11, Potchefstroom). Another participant explained that she usually 

asks her daughter for assistance with any cell phone queries. The interviewer probed whether 

technology plays an important role in her relationship with her daughter and she replied with:  

“Yes, because when I get a nice message or beautiful photo from someone, I can show 

it to her and, in turn, if she has taken a picture, or photographed my granddaughter, 

someone else or some place, she can send it to me…if I get a nice or spiritual message, 

I can send it to her…the phone helps with everyday interaction” (Interview, Participant 

19, Potchefstroom). 

Maintaining relationships with family and friends who are abroad/far away. Cell 

phone use assists participants in maintaining relationships with family and friends who are 

abroad/far away, especially since living far apart can complicate staying connected. One 

participant was asked the following during the Mmogo method session: “So, you’re well-

connected, even with people overseas, as well as people nearby, so you’re a part of the 
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picture?” and the participant responded with: “Yes, like I said, my niece’s photos appear 

regularly and you can reply immediately; you can ask her questions about the photos and 

everything she posts” (Mmogo, Participant 22, Potchefstroom). One participant mentioned 

the different time zones and staying in touch with family living abroad, as well as how using 

a cell phone has made contact easier: 

“When the sun is shining here, Australia and places in dawns.  Okay, the children are 

mine, great grandchildren they want to phone me.  You can’t phone me and grandpa 

now, my great grandchildren, you can’t phone me now because it’s night time where 

you have day here.  Now when I phone them I got to try to phone at a certain time, 

before they go to sleep and with the telephones the world has became smaller, very 

much smaller” (Mmogo, Participant 24, Potchefstroom).  

When asked what they use their cell phone for, one participant answered: “…for us the most 

important thing is to contact our children…we have children that live far away” (Interview, 

Participant 6, Potchefstroom). 

Discussion 

Although various themes arose from the Mmogo group discussions and semi-structured 

interviews, the participants mentioned several common roles that cell phones play in their 

lives to satisfy their needs. These needs included a need for safety, a need to maintain a sense 

of control, a need for an aid in their daily routine, and staying connected with family and 

friends. 

Some participants expressed the need for safety, which is supported by other studies 

showing that adoption of cell phones among older people is linked to safety and security 

reasons (Abascal & Civit, 2001; Kurniawan, 2007; Mann et al., 2004; McCreadie & Tinker, 

2005). This relates to instrumental motives (Jin & Park, 2010) and forms part of Maslow’s 
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hierarchy of basic needs and safety needs in particular (McLeod, 2007; Simons et al., 1987). 

Some participants experienced cell phone use as a form of safety in emergency situations, 

which is supported by other studies, since older persons view cell phones as an essential 

means to access help in emergency situations (Mann et al., 2004; Massimi et al., 2007). 

Participants also felt that cell phones make them feel safe while travelling. This is consistent 

with the findings of Keating et al. (2007) in that older persons experience some kind of 

feeling of safety and comfort in having a cell phone when they are driving, in case of trouble 

with their car or any other unexpected circumstances. Some participants’ need for safety 

related to contacting medical services and this is supported by Ghosh et al. (2014) and 

Massimi et al. (2007), who found that cell phones play an important role in older persons 

lives pertaining to health-related issues. 

A sense of control in their own lives was another need expressed by the participants in 

this study. They felt that cell phone use could assist them in achieving this by staying 

informed about happenings and acquaintances’ lives, news and achievements, as well as by 

managing business affairs. Staying informed about the abovementioned matters can be seen 

as an intrinsic motive, while managing their business affairs can be categorised as an 

instrumental motive (Jin & Park, 2010). Abascal and Civit (2001) suggested that adoption of 

cell phone use has a positive effect on older persons’ personal independence, i.e. to exercise 

choice and control over their lives and making the decisions they would like to make (Audit 

Commission, 2004). This relates to Maslow’s hierarchy of basic needs and specifically to 

esteem needs (McLeod, 2007; Simons et al., 1987). 

Furthermore, there was a need for cell phones to aid participants in their daily routines. 

This is consistent with the findings of Massimi et al. (2007), who showed that older persons 

consider cell phones as essential to their daily lives on account of the calendar that can 

support them in remembering important daily, weekly and monthly things and by doing so, it 
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acts as a memory aid. This need, therefore, concurs with instrumental motives, as it refers to 

applying the cell phone for utility (Jin & Park, 2010). 

The need to stay connected with family and friends by means of cell phone use was 

expressed by the majority of participants. It seemed that this consisted of maintaining 

relationships by frequent cell phone contact and maintaining relationships with family and 

friends who are abroad/far away. This is supported by Finchum and Weber (2000) and Ghosh 

et al. (2014), who concluded that older persons adopt cell phones as it helps them to stay in 

touch with family and friends. This need to stay connected corresponds with Maslow’s social 

needs, which involves belongingness and love with regards to family and other relationships. 

(McLeod, 2007; Simons et al., 1987). It is also an intrinsic motive, which pertains to 

communication with other people by means of cell phones to achieve companionship (Jin & 

Park, 2010). 

Limitations 

The research findings cannot be generalised for the population of older persons in 

South Africa due to the limited demographic variation of the study. The sampling area from 

which the participants were recruited was not representative of the South African population. 

Only two interviews were conducted in the Promosa area, while 12 and 15 interviews were 

done in the other two areas respectively. The gender of the sample of participants was also 

not evenly distributed, as it consisted of 44 females and only 8 males. 

Recommendations 

From the literature it is apparent that only a small number of studies have been done on 

this topic globally. It is, therefore, recommended that more research on this topic be carried 

out. A number of roles that cell phones play in older persons’ lives to satisfy their needs were 

revealed in this study. Furthermore, it is recommended that more studies focus on these roles 

and needs as well as the possible influence of these roles on older persons’ well-being, and 
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that a wider variety of participants be included to enable the generalisation of the findings for 

the older population of South Africa. 

Conclusion 

The aims of this study were to interpret and describe the role of cell phone use for older 

persons within a South African context, and to determine possible needs that could be 

addressed by the role of cell phones. In explaining the role of cell phone use in their lives and 

what they use their cell phones for, certain needs became evident. The majority of 

participants mentioned that they use their cell phones to stay in contact with family and 

friends. They also use their cell phones for some sense of safety and comfort. Even though 

they are growing older, participants still wanted to maintain a sense of control over their own 

lives and cell phone adoption enables them to achieve this. Older persons found cell phones 

to be a useful aid in their daily routine, e.g. alarm clock, watch, camera, weather forecast and 

shopping. If the role of cell phone use for older persons, and the needs that could be 

addressed by these roles, are understood, then the necessary support can be given to older 

persons within a South African context to adopt cell phone use for the satisfaction of their 

needs. 
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SECTION 3: CRITICAL REFLECTION 

Introduction 

This study supported the idea of improving the understanding of the role of cell phone 

use for older persons in South Africa, determining the possible needs that this role could 

address. A small number of studies investigated the overall adoption/acceptance of cell 

phones ( Conci, Pianesi, & Zancanaro, 2009) and despite general cell phone adoption in the 

ageing population, only a small number of studies have focussed on older persons, their use 

of cell phones and their motives and needs relating to mobile technology (see Chen, Chan, & 

Tsang, 2013; Leung, McGrenere, & Graf, 2008; Mallenius, Rossi, & Tuunainen, 2013; 

Pattison & Stedmon, 2006; Tang & Kao, 2005). No such research has been conducted within 

the South African context and there is clearly lack of knowledge on this topic.  

In order to address this problem, the following question was asked in the secondary 

data analysis: “What role do cell phones play in the lives of older persons within the South 

African context” 

Methodology 

 The interpretive descriptive research design applied was appropriate since this study 

sought to interpret and describe as accurately as possible the role of cell phones for older 

persons, relating to their specific needs in today’s society within a South African context, 

refraining from a pre-given framework, but remaining true to the evidence. This was 

achieved by informed questioning from the Mmogo-method® and semi-structured interviews 

that were used in the primary study (IGNITe). The former enabled participants to visually 

convey their own experiences of a specific subject (Roos, 2008), i.e. “how they use their cell 

phones” in this study, as well as their perspectives and feelings with regards to their personal 
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backgrounds and environments (Roos, 2012). This enabled the acquisition of insight into 

participants’ subjectively lived experiences (Roos, 2012) with regards to how they utilise 

their cell phones. Their visual representations of how they use their cell phones formed the 

foundation of their explanation of personal experiences. The participants’ deepest feelings 

and experiences were projected onto their visual creations. The Mmogo-method® was found 

valuable in this study, since the visual projection elicited and clarified the participants’ 

subjective and ‘hidden’ meaning of their experiences. Only the textual data from this visual-

projective technique was used for this secondary study. 

Semi-structured interviews (mostly individual and a small number in groups), 

spanning over a short period of time, were utilised to support data emerging from other data 

sources, and the participants needed to answer predetermined questions (Nieuwenhuis, 2007), 

e.g. What is the role of your cell phone? What do you use your cell phone for?. This type of 

interview was relevant as it allowed space for probing and clarification of the participants’ 

answers. Furthermore, semi-structured interviews were valuable, as information about 

specific questions relating to cell phone use and participants’ perspectives of their personal 

experiences could be collected. The few group interviews were valuable and it allowed 

additional information to be obtained from some of the participants, especially since some 

felt more comfortable in a group and could relate to the experiences of others. 

 Thematic analysis was utilised to identify, analyse and report possible themes/patterns 

(i.e., the role of cell phones in participants’ lives) within the collected data (Braun & Clarke, 

2006). This method allowed the organisation and description of data sets from the primary 

study in rich detail and offered a flexible and accessible method with which to analyse the 

data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Themes were consequently generated from the transcribed data 

sets. Thematic analysis was appropriate since it allowed familiarisation with the data, 

generation of initial codes, the search for possible themes, the reviewing, defining and 
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naming of these themes, and, finally, reporting on the role of cell phones in participants’ 

lives. Moreover, the data had to be revisited often.  

Conclusion 

From the findings it is clear that cell phones play an important role in the lives of older 

persons within the South African context, that they have specific needs that can be satisfied 

by using their cell phones and gratifying/satisfying these needs could contribute to their total 

well-being, thereby addressing the gap identified in the literature. Four main themes with 

subthemes emerged from the secondary data analysis.   

Cell phone use as a form of safety (Theme 1) pertaining to emergency situations, 

travelling and contacting medical services links to safety needs (Level 2) in Maslow’s 

hierarchy of needs. This level includes security and correlated with the subthemes identified 

during the secondary data analysis, as older persons experience a sense of safety, security and 

comfort when utilising their cell phone during the aforementioned situations.  

It was also evident that older persons have a need to maintain a sense of control in their 

own lives (Theme 2). Maintaining this sense of control supports them in their need to remain 

independent, which relates to Maslow’s esteem needs (Level 4), includes people’s need for 

independence. The first subtheme of Theme 2 included data about older persons looking at 

family photos and of what loved ones are doing, which corresponds with Maslow’s social 

needs (Level 3) where people have a need of belongingness and love. The second subtheme 

of Theme 2, namely managing business affairs, further links to safety needs (pertaining to 

security and order in their lives) and Maslow’s cognitive needs (pertaining to knowledge and 

meaning), since communication with businesses and receiving related information were 

mentioned. Cell phones as an aid in daily routine (Theme 3) displayed different needs older 

persons want satisfied through cell phone use and these needs correlated with Maslow’s 
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esteem needs (e.g., being independent for longer by managing their own lives) and aesthetic 

needs (taking pictures of beautiful things and sharing this with others) respectively. Staying 

connected with family and friends (Theme 4) was mentioned throughout the data. Older 

persons have a great need to maintain relationships with loved ones and this aspect correlates 

with Maslow’s social needs, pertaining to needs for belongingness and love with regards to 

family and other relationships.  

The combination of several of these needs relating to cell phone use expressed by older 

persons can lead to the realisation of personal potential and self-fulfilment, which form part 

of Maslow’s self-actualization needs (Level 7). A person can only be fully functional when 

they have satisfied every level on Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, according to McLeod (2007), 

and satisfying each level can contribute to a person’s well-being. Older persons expressed 

specific needs relating to different levels on Maslow’s hierarchy that are satisfied by means 

of cell phone use. Thus older persons’ cell phone adoption can contribute to their well-being. 

This study has addressed gaps in literature, specifically with regards to the role of cell 

phone use for older persons within a South African context and the needs addressed by this 

cell phone use. The methodology used during the research process enabled relevant data to be 

obtained to answer the research question and satisfy the aims of this study. Cell phones play 

an essential role in the lives of older persons in South Africa and the methodology allowed 

the interpretation and description of this role, as well as connecting it to the satisfaction of 

older persons’ needs. 

 The findings could not be generalised for the entire older population in South Africa, 

since the participants were only recruited from one area. The sample area used in the primary 

study for recruiting participants was not sufficiently broad. Furthermore, the number of 

interviews and the gender of participants in the primary study were not evenly distributed. To 
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fill the gap in research, the primary suggestion is that more studies should be conducted on 

this topic, specifically focussing on older persons’ needs with regards to cell phones as well 

as the possible influence of these roles on older persons’ well-being.  Including a wider group 

of participants can enable the generalisation of findings in South Africa and contribute to 

future studies. If the role of older persons’ cell phone use and the needs that could be 

addressed by these roles are understood and adequately portrayed, then the necessary support 

to adopt cell phone use for the possible satisfaction of their needs can be given to older 

persons within the South African context, thereby possibly contributing to their well-being. 

This study excavated and contributed new knowledge to the field of cell phone technology 

and older persons’ needs. 
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Addendum 

Afrikaans and Setswana quotes to English 

Theme 1: Cell Phone Use as a Form of Safety 

1.1. Emergency situations 

 “and you want to be able to SMS your children or familiar people in emergency situations.” 

 “en jy wil kinders of bekendes sms as daar noodsituasies is” 

 “…but she simply must phone; she wants to know whether I’m still there, or whether she 

should come and look for me or whatever” 

“... maar bel moet sy bel sy wil weet of ek nog daar is of sy my moet kom soek of watookal” 

“I was saying, if you find the gates at home locked you can phone people inside the house to 

open the gate for you.” 

 “hee, kore ke se ke bolela la reya di familing. Ha o kreya gate e notletswe (ee),  ha o na le 

ona wa letheka, nako enngwe akere ba tla tloha bare ha ba ho bone (mm) jwalo otlabe o ba 

founela ba batla batlo ho bulela (batlo go bulela. Ee ma) mm.” 

 “Very important, especially since I have a prosthetic leg – if I fall, I can’t get up by myself. I 

have to be able to phone my husband.” 

 “Baie belangrik, veral omdat ek ‘n kunsbeen het – as ek val dan kan ek nie opstaan self  nie. 

Ek moet my man bel ....” 

 “…perhaps if I’m sick, not feeling well, that they should come if necessary and first take me 

to a clinic.” 
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 “... as ek nou miskien siek is wat ek nie lekker voel nie, dat hul moet kom as dit nodig is, dan 

moet hul my eers kliniek toe vat ...” 

1.2 Travelling 

 “…perhaps if you’re stranded by the roadside and the car broke down and you don’t know 

what to do, then at least there is always someone to contact.” 

 “... as jy dalk langs die pad staan en die kar het gaan staan en jy weet nie wat om te doen nie 

dan is daar darem altyd iemand om te kontak.” 

 “…you know, it’s phone calls and your messages and that means a lot – to be able to SMS 

children or loved ones in emergency situations on the road.” 

 “..., jy weet dis oproepe en jou boodskappe en dit is baie as jy op die pad is en jy wil kinders 

of bekendes sms as daar noodsituasies is.” 

 “…we belong to Crisis and Call…they monitor my route…of course, they organise roadside 

assistance.” 

 “... ons behoort aan Crisis and Call ... monitor hulle my roete ... hulle reel vir my natuurlik 

op die pad bystand ...” 

 “Or to tell my son when we visit Springbok, ‘Okay listen, we’re here now or this how far we 

are…’” 

 “Of om vir my seun te sê as ons op Springbok gaan kuier, okay hoor hier ons is nou hier of 

ons trek nou daar ...” 

 “…and when I’m on holiday with the children and some of the grandchildren and to find out 

whether my little dog is still fine.” 
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 “... en kuier as ek op vakansie is met die kinders, en van die kleinkinders en vind uit of my 

hondjie nog reg is.” 

1.3 Medical services 

”When you are sick you can phone an ambulance, and it can arrive quickly” 

 “Cell ke e diretse hore ya thusa (ee). Cellphone ha o na le mathata a (inaudible-01:00:14) 

(ee), o kgona ho founa ka yona (ee), ha o kula hara bosihu o kgona ho founela ambulance 

etle ka speed (ee), ee.” 

“…the first aid people…for safety, yes.” 

 “... die noodhulpmense ... vir veiligheid ja.” 

Theme 2: Sense of Control 

2.1 Staying informed on happenings and acquaintances’ lives, news and achievements 

 “If you want information from the service centre, then you phone them. 

 “As jy wil informasie hê by die Dienssentrum, dan skakel jy hulle.” 

 “…or if there’s a church function, like a fair, we tell one another.” 

 “... of as daar ‘n funksie is by die kerk, ‘n bazaar of so ons sê mekaar.” 

“I’m involved with in a project to get information regarding the progress of the project…” 

 “…go founela mekgwera yame eo re kenang projek rotle, go fumana lesedi ka tse dingwe tsa 

dintho tse e tsagalang projekeng…” 
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 “you see other family photos that you wouldn’t normally have seen, because the family lives 

far away, so in other words you now have contact with almost all of them, because they put 

new photos on Facebook…” 

 “... jy sien ander se familiefoto’s wat jy nie sou gesien het nie, want familie bly ver so met 

ander woorde nou’t jy amper kontak met hulle almal want almal van hulle sit ‘n nuwe foto op 

Facebook ...” 

 “…children regularly inform me about their achievements…people put everything on 

Facebook, their whole lives…” 

 “... kinders laat weet my gereeld van die prestasies ... die mense sit alles op Facebook hulle 

hele lewe, ...” 

“I use my phone to call my friends …, as well as informing them about other people’s 

funerals.” 

 “Ke dirisetsa founo yame ..., le kgo bolela ditsala tsa gage ka diphitlo tsa batho ba 

bangwe.” 

2.2 Managing business affairs 

“I can say it’s me, I am calling my kids. Inside the house a cellphone is useful because I am 

able to buy electricity with my cellphone, rather than having to waste money on transport to 

go to town and buy electricity.” 

 “motho o, nkanna kare ke nna. Ke na le cell mare robehile (eya mama). Nkanna kare ke nna 

(mm), ke founela ngwana (ee). Ka nako enngwe ha ke sa founele bana, cell e botlhokwa ka 

gore ka nako nngwe ha ke founela bana (mm), ngwanake o ko crèche (ee). Mo tlung e tlabe 

ele (inaudible- 55:52) . botlhokwa ba phone, ke mole ke a mo founela. Ke kgona go founa ka 

yone (o ko tlung) o ko tlung (ee mma) le ena nako e nngwe wa ngfounela. Gape, le mot lung 

ya thusa cell (ee), yaka ke dutse ha, nna ke dula le ditlogolwana (ee), ha ke sana ntate (ee), 

ene maspala wa nthusa le ka motlakase (ee), maspala o re etseditse bobebe. Motlakase o, ha 
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re sa o lata ko tropong, o kena mo seleng (mo seleng),ha o fetsa ho tsena mo selling, wa 

ontsha oo kenya mo leboteng (mm) o sa patella R20 ya goya toropong (ee).” 

 “…like me, who doesn’t have a car, so I cannot always go to the bank and clothing shops 

and so forth, it’s very good to get information quickly.” 

“...soos ek wat nie ŉ kar het nie, wat nie kan altyd bank toe gaan nie of naby klere winkels en 

so, is dit baie goed om informasie vinnig te kry...” 

 “And you know immediately if money has been withdrawn from your bank account, because 

the bank sends you a message; if you don’t have a cell phone connected to your banking, you 

wouldn’t know. Then there is a scam and you won’t know about it.” 

 “En jy weet dadelik as daar geld van jou bankrekening onttrek is want dan stuur die bank vir 

jou ‘n boodskap, as jy nie ‘n selfoon het nie wat daarmee gekonnekteer is nie dan gaan jy dit 

nie weet nie.  Dan is daar ‘n bedrogspul wat uitgaan en jy weet nie daarvan nie.” 

 “Yes, if you received your email from…these days, the postal service can often not be 

trusted. So then you get your bill and you know what’s going on in your, especially like a 

medical aid.” 

 “Ja as jy jou e-mail gekry van ... baie keer die pos kan jy nie vertrou nie, nie meer in vandag 

se tyd nie.  So dan het jy jou rekening of jy weet wat aangaan op jou, veral soos ‘n mediese 

fonds.” 

 “…if I have a problem, with Telkom or something, then I can phone them. Or if I’m looking 

for someone to mow the lawn and I have the phone number, then I phone them. Recently the 

geyser was broken and I saw the phone numbers in the Gazette and then I called them. Then 

they came to repair it.” 
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 “... as ek ‘n probleem het.  Soos Telkom of iets dan kan ek hulle bel.  Of ek soek iemand om 

die gras te sny, en ek het die telefoonnommer, dan bel ek hulle.  Net nou was die geyser 

stukkend, toe sien ek in die, in die Gazette die nommers, toe bel ek hulle.  Toe kom maak hulle 

reg.” 

 “…they send you one that says you were at that specific doctor and they will pay him three 

days after that specific date or they send you your complete, not bill, your complete 

statement.” 

 “... hulle stuur vir jou een en sê jy was by daardie dokter en hulle gaan hom betaal drie dae 

na daai datum of hulle stuur jou hele, nie rekening nie, jou hele staat vir jou.” 

Theme 3: Aid in Daily Routine 

 “It’s very important to me. If I have to set an alarm, I set it on my phone…” 

 “Hy’s baie belangrik vir my.  As ek moet uhm alarm stel, dan stele k my foon, ...” 

 “I take many photos with it…when we’re on holiday and I photograph my garden…” 

 “Nee, ek neem foto’s baie met hom ... as ons op vakansie is, en ek neem my tuin af ...” 

 “…you can take photos, other people can send you photos of their lives and so forth…” 

 ”... jy kan foto’s neem, ander mense kan vir jou foto’s stuur van hulle doen en late en so aan 

...” 

 “…I loaded the weather report, and tomorrow, if I wonder, ‘Will it rain?’, I can always 

check my weather report…” 

 “... ek het die weerberig opgesit, dan as ek more wonder: Gaan dit reën?, dan kan ek altyd 

op my weerberig gaan kyk...” 
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 “…for instance, if we’ve lost one another in a shop, or if I want to ask my daughter who 

lives with us whether she needs anything from Pick ‘n Pay…” 

 “... as ek bv. in die winkel is en ons het mekaar verloor, of as ek vir my meisiekind wil vra 

wat by ons bly, het jy iets nodig hier uit Pick ‘n Pay...” 

Theme 4: Staying Connected with Family and Friends 

4.1 Maintaining relationships by frequent cell phone contact 

“I call my friends if I miss them or if I want to know how they are doing.” 

 “Ke founela bakgera bame ga ke ba gopotsi kappa ke batla goitsi matsoo a bona.” 

 “To stay in contact with friends and family.” 

 “Om in kontak te bly met vriende en my familie.” 

 “Ma’am, would you say that cell phones and laptops, etc. strengthen your relationship?” 

 Uhm, sal mevrou sê, uhm, die selfoon en die laptop en daai goed maak julle verhouding 

sterker? 

 “Yes, yes. Absolutely, yes.” 

 “Ja, ja. Absoluut, ja.” 

 “Yes, because when I get a nice message or beautiful photo from someone, I can show it to 

her and, in turn, if she has taken a picture, or photographed my granddaughter, someone else 

or some place, she can send it to me…if I get a nice or spiritual message, I can send it to 

her…the phone helps with everyday interaction.”  

 “Ja, want as daar ‘n as ek mooi boodskappie kry of ek kry ‘n mooi foto van iemand dan wys 

ek dit vir haar en sy weer ‘n foto vat of van my kleindogter geneem het of van iemand geneem 



96 
 

het ‘n fototjie geneem het iewers dan stuur sy weer vir my ja ons ons ... as ek ‘n mooi 

boodskappie, geestelike boodskappie dan stuur ek dit vir haar ... foon help met elke dag se 

interaksie.” 

4.2 Maintaining relationships with family and friends that are abroad/far 

 “So you’re well-connected, even with people overseas, as well as people nearby, so you’re a 

part of the picture.” 

 “So jys baie goed geconnect selfs met mense wat oorsee is en mense wat naby is so jy is deel 

van die prentjie.” 

 “Yes, like I said, my niece’s photos appear regularly and you can reply immediately; you can 

ask her questions about the photos and everything she posts.” 

 “Ja, soos ek sê my suster se dogter se foto’s kom gereeld op en jy kan dadelik, en jy kan vir 

haar antwoord daarop, jy kan vir haar vrae vra oor foto’s wat sy opsit en alles.” 

 “…for us the most important thing is to contact our children…we have children that live far 

away.” 

 “... vir ons is dit die belangrikste om ons kinders te kontak ... ons het kinder swat bietjie ver 

is.” 

 

 

 

 

Psalm 84:12 
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Consent Forms: Afrikaans, English and Setswana 
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