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Abstract
Friendships and social interactions are renown contributors
to wellbeing. As such, keeping a healthy amount of rela-
tionships becomes very important as people age and the
size of their social network tends to decrease. In this pa-
per, we take a step back and explore reconnection —find
out about or re-contact old friends, an emerging topic due
to the increased use of computer-mediated technology by
older adults to maintain friendships and form new ones. We
report on our findings from semi-structured interviews with
28 individuals from Costa Rica and Poland. The interviews
aimed to explore whether there is a wish to reconnect, and
the challenges encountered by older adults to reconnect.
We contribute with design considerations for tools allow-
ing older adults to reconnect, discussing opportunities for
technology.
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Introduction
Friends and family play an essential role in our lives, provid-
ing instrumental and emotional support that contributes to
our general health and wellbeing. This is true at every age
and even more as we grow older [7]. Across the life span,
this network of support tends to become smaller [22] and
more geographically dispersed [3]. These changes, along
with life events such as retirement or bereavement, limit our
opportunities to engage in social interactions, thus putting
us at risk of loneliness and social isolation [15, 6].

Participant POI

Contact

3rd party

updates

Interview

Researcher Participant

Interviews were face-to-face, 
between one participant and 
one researcher.

POI
Person of interest

We asked participants to think of a single 
person, who appeared in their pictures, 
and with whom they had been very close 
but had lost contact.


After identifying and describing the (POI), 
we asked: 

• Reason: the reason for losing contact 

with the POI, 

• Attempts: whether they had tried to find 

out about, or contact (i.e. reconnect 
with) the POI in the past, 


• Strategies: strategies used to 
reconnect, if they had tried, or the 
reasons for not trying. 


We conducted an inductive content 
analysis on the answers, recording 
transcriptions. The coding was completed 
independently by Spanish and Polish 
native speakers. After this step, the codes 
as well as the excerpts were translated to 
English, and researchers worked together 
towards a unified categorization.

Semi-structured 
interview

Data collection

Data analysis

Attempt to contact directly 
“She changed phone numbers and then we lost 
contact..”  (JO, 67M) 

Attempt to get updates 
“I wanted to establish contact [with the POI] so 
I asked friends from school but they did not 
know anything about [the POI]” (KR, 69F)


Participant POI

3rd party

?

2

1

1

2

Appropriateness of contact 
“It would have been awkward to stay in touch... 
back then you had to have respect and keep 
distance... it was not convenient”.

(GP, 69M)


Unwillingness to ask help 
“I could try to reach [POI], my daughter in law's 
sister is working in [workplace of POI], but I do 
not want to involve other people into this”. (JE, 
68M)


“I wish I could meet him, talk about old times 
but I don’t have the means, travelling, lodging, 
food”

Appropriateness1

Asking help2

1

2

No means3

3

Figure 1: Study procedure

Location (n) Age (Mean)

Costa R. (17) 66-90 (70.5)

Poland (11) 67-82 (70)

Table 1: Study participants.

Research on social interactions suggests distinct bene-
fits and challenges of familial and friendship relationships.
Friendships are associated with stronger effects on sub-
jective wellbeing [14, 13], impact on morale [20] and better
functioning [4] as compared to familial relationships. This
relative importance of friendships in later life is explained
by the voluntary nature of friendships, which makes them
more selective and therefore, potentially of higher quality
[20, 2]. For the same reasons, friendships are also more
vulnerable than any other type of relation [1], especially to
non-normative life events such as relocation [22]. Indeed,
the reduction in the social network size with age is particu-
larly present in the friendship social network [19, 22].

In this paper we aim at understanding the challenges and
opportunities in reconnecting older adults with lost friends
and contacts with the help of technology. Reconnecting is
an emerging topic [10, 11, 5] motivated by older adults’ in-
creasing use of computer-mediated technology, particularly
social media, to maintain and re-engage social connections.

Surveys with older adult users of Facebook, for instance,
indicate usage to be driven mainly by the need to support
and maintain existing social networks, by checking what
friends are up to, keeping in touch with friends, and re-
acquiring lost contacts [10, 11]. The latter is cited not only

a source of great user satisfaction but as an opportunity
to build social capital [9]. However, our understanding of
reconnection is limited to studies on specific social media
platforms and by older adults from specific regions. Such
limitations motivate a better understanding of how to sup-
port reconnection, and what existing or new technologies
may support reconnection efforts.

In this paper, we report on a pilot for a larger multi-site
study aiming at exploring the potential of reconnection in
later life. We focus on the fundamental question of whether
there is a wish for reconnecting, and the reasons why older
adults fail to reconnect with their friends. In doing so, we
aim to identify the main challenges that can help derive de-
sign considerations for technology as well as guide future
reconnection studies.

The pilot was conducted in Costa Rica and Poland, loca-
tions representing different social and cultural contexts. We
interviewed 28 participants and found that the wish for re-
connecting is real and that the challenges older adults face
are only partially addressed by current technology. In the
remainder we describe the pilot and our preliminary results.

Methods
In Costa Rica, we studied a rural community near the capi-
tal, characterized by very low income, very high crime rate,
and high social ties within the community. In Poland, we
conducted the study in a small city in a rural area with stu-
dents of the University of the Third Age, where retired or
semi-retired older adults can continue their education and
training. In selecting these two locations, our aim was to
test the pilot under different conditions, and assess whether
the different social, cultural and economic contexts had an
impact on the wish and challenges to reconnect.
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We considered eligible, participants who had no cognitive
or vision impairments and were 65 or older (age to be con-
sidered an older person in developed countries [21]). We
asked participants for pictures related to school, work, va-
cations, trips, or events (e.g. concerts), dating back at least
10 years and portraying three or more (non-relatives) peo-
ple. These pictures would later be used to identify people
with whom they were very close but had lost contact, peo-
ple of interest (POI). The specific objective of reconnecting
was not disclosed, to prevent participants from thinking of
people with whom it would be easier to reconnect.

In Costa Rica participants were recruited via phone calls,
from a directory of people who already agreed to partici-
pate to a social project organized by the University of Costa
Rica, of which this study is part. In Poland, recruitment was
done face-to-face at the University of the Third Age.

Participant POI

3rd party

?

Appropriateness1

Asking help2

No means3

Importance of objectives (n=24)

Archiving life 
stories

Stimulate 
memory

Stimulate 
conversations

Make interests 
visible

Stimulate 
friendships 

100%

95.8%

95.8%

87.5%

83.3%

Absolutely 
irrelevant

Absolutely 
important

Usefulness (n=24)
91.6%

70.8% 8.3%

For the 
participant

For the 
resident

Absolutely 
useless

Absolutely 
useful

Neutral

Neutral

Participant able to perform 
activity (n=24)

Browsing 
stories 

Collecting 
stories

Digitizing 
pictures

Helping in 
connections
Sharing with 

family
Sharing with 
NH residents

Activity  helps address 
objectives (n=24)

Browsing 
stories 

Collecting 
stories

Digitizing 
pictures

Helping in 
connections
Sharing with 

family
Sharing with 
NH residents

Strongly 
disagree

Strongly 
agree

Neutral

8.3%

8.3%

8.3%

8.3%

100%

100%

91.7%

91.6%

83.3%

58.4%

100%

100%

91.7%

91.7%

83.3%

66.7%

Participant POI

Contact

3rd party

updates

    Attempt to contact directly 
“She changed phone numbers and 
then we lost contact..”  (JO, 67M) 

    Attempt to get updates 
“I wanted to establish contact [with the 
POI] so I asked friends from school but 
they did not know anything about [the 
POI]” (KR, 69F)


2

1

1

2

    Appropriateness of contact 
“It would have been awkward to stay in 
touch... back then you had to have 
respect and keep distance... it was not 
convenient”. (GP, 69M, referring to a 
married female POI)


    Unwillingness to ask help 
“I could try to reach [POI], my daughter 
in law's sister is working in [workplace 
of POI], but I do not want to involve 
other people into this”. (JE, 68M)


    No means to get in touch 
“I wish I could meet him, talk about old 
times but I don’t have the 
means..” (MA, 70M)

1

2

3

A) Types of reconnection  
attempts

B) Challenges to reconnect

Figure 2: Reconnection attempts
and challenges

We conducted semi-structured interviews with 38 older
adults (26 female and 12 male). We discarded 10 inter-
views from Costa Rica from the analysis, for a total of 28
participants (18 female and 10 male, age range: 66-90,
mean: 71.8). Interviews were omitted for the following (non-
exclusive) reasons: participant had recent contact with POI
(7), participant was related to POI (2), participant did not
indicate a POI (3), and POI had passed away (1). In the in-
terview, participants were asked to identify a POI from the
pictures, and inquired on their wish and attempts made to
reconnect. The data collected was analyzed using inductive
content analysis. Details are shown in Figure 1. The study
was approved by the IRB of the University of Costa Rica.

Findings
The wish to Reconnect
Our results show that the problem of "losing contacts" is
real: We identified friends with whom people had lost con-

tact in nearly all interviews (barring 3 participants who could
not identify a POI among the pictures they brought). In most
cases these were friends from school, work, or neighbors.
Moreover, only for 4 out of 28 lost contacts from randomly
selected pictures there was no interest in reconnecting.

The main reasons for disconnecting were people relocat-
ing or the association ending (e.g., people changing jobs,
finishing school), thereby ceasing the occasion for con-
tact. For relocation, however, economic and social factors
differ (e.g., migration and employment instability in Costa
Rica and moving to study in Poland). These observations
support current literature on the vulnerability of friendship
relationships [1, 3] and on how life events shape our social
networks making them smaller and more dispersed [22, 3].

The wish to reconnect was manifest in two distinctive ways
(see Figure 2A): resuming contact with the lost friend, e.g.,
by trying to contact them directly, and checking out what
the lost friend is up to without necessarily engaging in a
conversation, e.g., asking a friend about them. These two
scenarios are closely related to the motivations of older
adults who actually use online social networks [10, 11].

Challenges to reconnection
Practical and perceived barriers prevented participants to
attempt or realize their wish to reconnect. In most cases,
the interest in reconnecting was not followed by actual at-
tempts (17 participants did not try, out of which 4 expressed
no interest in reconnecting). Only 5 participants acted (un-
successfully) on their wish, while other 6 tried only to get
updates about their lost friends through common contacts.
Those who did not try to reconnect, mainly did not because
they i) did not know how or have the means to get in touch
(9 people had no way to contact or had lost track POIs),
and ii) felt awkward just "popping up" in people’s life after a
long time (see Figure 2B).
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Digging deeper on the awkwardness aspect, we identified
two salient aspects. The first was a certain discomfort in
initiating a call to reconnect. Another issue was the "ap-
propriateness" of contact (e.g., contacting a now married
female friend). Thus, the challenge might not only be find-
ing a way to initiate contact but also creating opportunities
comfortable for both sides to write or talk. This observation
is supported by a recent study on factors affecting users
decisions to accept friend requests on Facebook from peo-
ple who had been out of touch for long periods, indicating
the influence of factors such as social anxiety, sociability,
uncertainty about the partner and perceived reward [17].

Participant POI

3rd party

?

Appropriateness1

Asking help2

No means3

Importance of objectives (n=24)

Archiving life 
stories

Stimulate 
memory

Stimulate 
conversations

Make interests 
visible

Stimulate 
friendships 

100%

95.8%

95.8%

87.5%

83.3%

Absolutely 
irrelevant

Absolutely 
important

Usefulness (n=24)
91.6%

70.8% 8.3%

For the 
participant

For the 
resident

Absolutely 
useless

Absolutely 
useful

Neutral

Neutral

Participant able to perform 
activity (n=24)

Browsing 
stories 

Collecting 
stories

Digitizing 
pictures

Helping in 
connections
Sharing with 

family
Sharing with 
NH residents

Activity  helps address 
objectives (n=24)

Browsing 
stories 

Collecting 
stories

Digitizing 
pictures

Helping in 
connections
Sharing with 

family
Sharing with 
NH residents

Strongly 
disagree

Strongly 
agree

Neutral

8.3%

8.3%

8.3%

8.3%

100%

100%

91.7%

91.6%

83.3%

58.4%

100%

100%

91.7%

91.7%

83.3%

66.7%

Participant POI

Contact

3rd party

updates

    Attempt to contact directly 
“She changed phone numbers and 
then we lost contact..”  (JO, 67M) 

    Attempt to get updates 
“I wanted to establish contact [with the 
POI] so I asked friends from school but 
they did not know anything about [the 
POI]” (KR, 69F)


2

1

1

2

    Appropriateness of contact 
“It would have been awkward to stay in 
touch... back then you had to have 
respect and keep distance... it was not 
convenient”. (GP, 69M, referring to a 
married female POI)


    Unwillingness to ask help 
“I could try to reach [POI], my daughter 
in law's sister is working in [workplace 
of POI], but I do not want to involve 
other people into this”. (JE, 68M)


    No means to get in touch 
“I wish I could meet him, talk about old 
times but I don’t have the 
means..” (MA, 70M)

1

2

3

A) Types of reconnection  
attempts

B) Challenges to reconnect

This is not only about searching 
people using metadata. It is about 
facilitating reconnection search 
strategies that can help finding 
contacts or people capable of helping  
(Crowd) without exposing the person 
and making it safe for everybody. In 
this context, finding contacts is more 
of a process than a one time query.

1

2

Finding contacts

Facilitating reconnection

Allowing for less direct and more 
informed reconnections. It is not only 
about allowing people to send “friend 
requests”, but facilitating incremental 
and even mediated contact, giving 
people enough context (e.g., 
common history, current life) as to 
avoid anxiety, awkwardness, thus 
lowering the barriers to reconnection.

Person POI

Crowd

Search

Process

Person POI

Incremental and informed

Shared history 
Current life

Mediated 
initiation

Allowing for less direct and more 
informed reconnections. It is not only 
about allowing people to send “friend 
requests”, but facilitating incremental 
and even mediated contact, giving 
people enough context (e.g., 
common history, current life) as to 
avoid anxiety, awkwardness, thus 
lowering the barriers to reconnection.  


As important as initiating contact is 
the need for relational maintenance. 
Creating opportunities for social 
interactions, either online or co-
located are very important. Common 
history and shared passions are key 
aspects when it comes to older 
adults.

Figure 3: Opportunities for
technology

Opportunities for technology
What we take home here as a first observation is the wish
for a "third party" to be involved in creating opportunities for
reconnection that takes away the burden of initiating contact
and the related awkwardness (e.g.,facilitating a gradual or
casual reconnection). Participants referred to this as per-
sons who would organize a reunion, but we speculate that
an IT system could play the same (or a supporting) role.

This being said, participants who had last met their contacts
in reunions reported the interest in keeping in touch fading
after some time. It is therefore clear that reconnection and
relational maintenance should go hand in hand. This hints
to the importance of social context and associations [16],
and building on common aspects [18], so as to motivate
meaningful reconnection and strengthen bonds. IT systems
should support this need by helping older adults keep con-
nections active or reviving dormant ties (as suggested by
previous studies, e.g., [12]).

With respect to finding contact information on the lost friend.
Interestingly, not having the contact at hand, and so having
to ask others for help, sets the barrier to reconnecting too
high for some participants. Social search features can lower

these barriers by allowing users to find their friends online.
Still, the limited personal information shared by older adults
on social media [8] and the perceived complexity [11] might
pose challenges to an effective use of these tools.

Discussion and Conclusion
Our preliminary studies point to a wish for reconnecting in
later life, independently of the cultural context. Although be-
sides this wish, we observed that only respondents from
Poland did not want to involve other people when trying to
reconnect. This hints to the importance of cultural aspects
in the design of suitable solutions. Current technology gives
an opportunity to do so, since it fails to address some of
the barriers that prevent reconnection attempts. Social net-
works are a good foundation, but we argue that technology
should assist on initiating contact, help to find information
and keep (re)connection active and meaningful (see Figure
3). Search should be more about facilitating strategies that
take advantage of the help our network or others can pro-
vide to find lost contacts, friendship requests should provide
context to reduce awkwardness and become less intrusive.

In focusing on failed reconnection cases we have added
a new perspective to the emerging reconnection phenom-
ena. Reconnecting is a complex construct that requires fur-
ther studies on how to facilitate this process. This pilot also
helped us identify limitations and considerations for future
studies, including measuring the perceived connectedness
with POI, explore more in detail the role of technology, and
the perceived gain in reconnecting.
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