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Abstract 

Young people engage in many hours of digital technology use every day, and it is often not 

clear when this use behavior is beneficial or harmful for them. Previous research has focused 

on understanding specific aspects of digital device use, but a general understanding of what 

enables young people to benefit from the opportunities of digital device use, while avoiding 

digital risks, is lacking. In this dissertation, I investigated the positive use of digital 

technologies by relying on digital maturity theory, as a holistic concept capturing abilities and 

attitudes which enable a beneficial use of digital devices for personal growth and social 

integration across functionalities and applications. The aim was to study antecedents and 

outcomes of digital maturity. The first objective of my dissertation was to identify 

antecedents that enable young people to develop a mature use of digital technologies. In a 

large-scale study with adolescent-parent dyads, I identified socioeconomic status, active 

parental mediation and personality traits as factors which relate to young people’s digital 

maturity level. The second objective was to examine how digital maturity relates to beneficial 

use behavior outcomes by using digital technologies as a tool for personal advancement and 

social integration. Across several studies with young people, I showed that higher digital 

maturity relates to using digital devices as tools, experiencing higher well-being and social 

connectedness. The third objective was to investigate how digital maturity relates to 

beneficial behavior for personal development in demanding situations. In an experiment, I 

found that after experiencing high performance expectations, individuals with low digital 

maturity rather prefer easy and meaningless tasks over difficult and meaningful tasks, while 

individuals with higher digital maturity are not affected in their task choice. Overall, this 

dissertation advances digital maturity theory by contributing insights into antecedents of 

digital maturity and supporting that digital maturity relates to beneficial outcomes of digital 

technology use.   
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German Abstract / Zusammenfassung  

Junge Menschen nutzen digitale Technologien mehrere Stunden täglich, und es ist oft nicht 

klar, wann dieses Nutzungsverhalten sich positiv oder negativ auswirkt. Bisherige Forschung 

konzentrierte sich auf spezifische Aspekte digitaler Gerätenutzung, aber es fehlt ein 

allgemeines Verständnis dafür, wie junge Menschen von den Chancen digitaler Geräte 

profitieren und gleichzeitig digitale Risiken vermeiden können. In dieser Dissertation 

untersuchte ich die positive Nutzung digitaler Technologien durch Anwendung der Theorie 

der digitalen Reife. Dieses ganzheitliche Konzept erfasst Fähigkeiten und Einstellungen, die 

eine vorteilhafte Nutzung digitaler Geräte für die persönliche Entwicklung und soziale 

Integration über Funktionen und Anwendungen hinweg ermöglichen. Erforscht wurden die 

Determinanten und Ergebnisse der digitalen Reife. Das erste Ziel dieser Dissertation war die 

Untersuchung potenzieller Determinanten der digitalen Reife, die jungen Menschen die 

Entwicklung einer reifen Nutzung digitaler Technologien ermöglichen. In einer groß 

angelegten Studie mit Jugendlichen-Eltern-Dyaden identifizierte ich den sozioökonomischen 

Status, die aktive Unterstützung der Eltern und Persönlichkeitsmerkmale als Faktoren, die mit 

dem digitalen Reifegrad junger Menschen zusammenhängen. Das zweite Ziel bestand darin 

zu verstehen, wie digitale Reife vorteilhafte Ergebnisse digitaler Gerätenutzung fördert, 

indem digitale Technologien als Werkzeug zur persönlichen Weiterentwicklung und sozialen 

Integration eingesetzt werden. Mehrere Studien mit Jugendlichen zeigten, dass eine höhere 

digitale Reife mit der Nutzung digitaler Geräte als Werkzeug sowie mit höherem 

Wohlbefinden und sozialer Verbundenheit korreliert. Das dritte Ziel bestand darin, den 

Zusammenhang zwischen digitaler Reife und für die persönliche Entwicklung vorteilhaftem 

Verhalten in anspruchsvollen Situationen zu untersuchen. Ein Experiment zeigte, dass 

Personen mit geringer digitaler Reife nach dem Erleben hoher Leistungserwartungen eher 

leichte und bedeutungslose Aufgaben gegenüber schwierigen und bedeutungsvollen 
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Aufgaben bevorzugen, während Personen mit höherer digitaler Reife in ihrer Aufgabenwahl 

nicht beeinflusst werden. Insgesamt trägt diese Dissertation zur Weiterentwicklung der 

Theorie der digitalen Reife bei, indem sie Erkenntnisse über deren Determinanten liefert und 

ihren Zusammenhang mit positiven Nutzungsergebnissen digitaler Technologien aufzeigt.   
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Introduction 

Digital technologies have become omnipresent in today’s society, with high usage 

especially prominent in younger people (Crone & Konijn, 2018; Odgers & Jensen, 2020). For 

instance, in 2023 adolescents in Germany reported an average daily screen time of 3.5 hours 

(Statista, 2023), and a Gallup survey of US adolescents found an average daily social media 

use of 4.8 hours (Rothwell, 2023). There has been a growing body of research into the 

psychological ramifications of digital technology use. On the one hand, research has 

identified several negative effects of digital device use (Cavallini & Caravita, 2021; 

Erreygers et al., 2018), such as addiction, excessive screen time, decreased well-being (Hawi 

et al., 2019; Przybylski & Weinstein, 2017; Seema et al., 2022; Twenge & Campbell, 2018), 

or sleep deprivation (Brautsch et al., 2023). On the other hand, digital technologies can also 

be used as a tool to achieve positive outcomes (Haddon & Livingstone, 2017; Laaber et al., 

2023; Steinfeld, 2021). For example, digital technologies offer opportunities for learning and 

growth (Adachi & Willoughby, 2013; Livingstone & Helsper, 2010; Nebel et al., 2017), 

identity development (Huang et al., 2021; Valkenburg & Peter, 2011), social connections and 

support (Chen et al., 2019; Green et al., 2021; Vossen & Valkenburg, 2016; Younas et al., 

2020).  

While there is research on both the positive and negative aspects of digital device use, 

it is unclear when one or the other occurs. Attempts to explain the effects of digital device use 

on well-being with the amount of screen time have been inconclusive (Orben & Przybylski, 

2019; Przybylski & Weinstein, 2017, 2019; Twenge & Campbell, 2018), and research has 

acknowledged the necessity to investigate not only the quantity but the quality of use 

behavior to understand whether users will experience benefit or harm (Bohnert & Gracia, 

2021; Orben, 2020). Findings on positive or negative effects are often nuanced and factors 

such as the type of digital technology use and individual differences can influence how 
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adolescents react to digital device use (Beyens et al., 2020; Orben, 2020). For example, 

digital technology use can link to social connectedness or social isolation, depending on 

personality traits and how individuals engage with the online world (McIntyre et al., 2015; 

Ryan et al., 2017; Verduyn et al., 2017). Other studies partly explained young people’s use 

behavior outcomes with factors like sociodemographic variables, parental mediation or 

digital literacy (Faltýnková et al., 2020; Helsper et al., 2020; Liang et al., 2021; Livingstone 

et al., 2011; Nikken & Opree, 2018; Ren et al., 2022; Sun et al., 2021). Nevertheless, 

explaining who will experience the opportunities rather than the risks of the digital world 

necessitates a more thorough understanding going beyond these specific factors.  

What is lacking is a general understanding of what enables young people to engage in 

more positive use generally, across different affordances and aspects of digital technology. 

Most studies examined digital literacy, which focuses on technical skills but neglects other 

aspects such as mature social interaction online or autonomous engagement with online 

content (Helsper et al., 2020; Pyżalski, 2023). Little research has focused on general abilities 

which enable young people to use digital technologies beneficially. Hence, in my dissertation 

I examined how digital maturity, as a holistic approach to young people’s use of digital 

devices, relates to and explains whether young people can reap the benefits which digital 

technologies offer for their own development, while avoiding the accompanying risks. 

Moreover, I examined antecedents of the development of high digital maturity in young 

people.   

Specifically, the objectives of this dissertation were:  

(1) to examine potential antecedents of digital maturity, enabling young people to 

develop a mature use of digital technologies (addressed in Article I),  
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(2) to examine how digital maturity relates to beneficial use behavior outcomes by 

using digital technologies as a tool for personal advancement and social 

integration (addressed in Article II and III),   

(3) to investigate how digital maturity relates to beneficial behavior for personal 

development in demanding situations (addressed in Article IV).  

The research gap, research question and objectives of the dissertation are summarized 

in Table 1. 

Table 1 

Overview of Research Gap, Research Questions and Objectives 

Research gap 

& research 

question: 

It is unclear who can take advantage of the opportunities of digital device 
use, while avoiding potential risks. We lack a general understanding of 
what enables young people to engage in a positive use of digital 
technologies, and how such an ability develops. This dissertation focused 
on digital maturity, a set of abilities and attitudes which could enable a 
beneficial use of digital devices. The aim of the dissertation was to 
investigate antecedents of digital maturity and how digital maturity 
relates to and explains positive outcomes of digital device use.  

Objectives: 1. to examine potential antecedents of digital maturity, enabling young 
people to develop a mature use of digital technologies  

 2. to examine how digital maturity relates to beneficial use behavior 
outcomes by using digital technologies as a tool for personal 
advancement and social integration   

 3. to investigate how digital maturity relates to beneficial behavior for 
personal development in demanding situations 

 

To address these objectives, I investigated antecedents relating to young people’s 

digital maturity level, as well as the relation of digital maturity to use behavior outcomes. I 

did so across several samples of adolescent-parent dyads (Ntotal = 2279) in cross-sectional and 

longitudinal studies. Moreover, I examined how digital maturity influences the engagement 

with meaningful tasks under demanding conditions in an online experiment with adults  
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(N = 305). The studies point to environmental and intrapersonal factors which relate to the 

development of high digital maturity. Moreover, they support that digital maturity enables a 

beneficial interaction with the digital world for personal growth and social integration, using 

digital technologies as a tool for beneficial experiences, and enabling mature reactions in 

demanding digital situations. 

By examining antecedents and outcomes of digital maturity, this dissertation advances 

the theoretical understanding of digital maturity and the beneficial use of digital technologies. 

The studies go beyond previous research by relying on the holistic concept of digital maturity 

which addresses interactions with the digital world across devices and functions. The 

research encourages the further development of literature in the field, looking at both 

antecedents and outcomes of a general ability to use digital technologies beneficially. Further, 

the dissertation provides information for educational approaches aiming to address young 

people’s engagement with the digital world.  

Digital Maturity 

The concept of digital maturity provides a framework to investigate the beneficial use 

of digital technologies. Digital maturity is defined as “the capabilities and attitudes which 

enable individuals to use digital technologies in ways which support individual development 

(growth) and integration into society (adjustment)” (Laaber et al., 2023, p. 2). As a holistic 

concept, it captures several competencies which enable individuals to make use of digital 

opportunities while avoiding accompanying risks (Arenas & Yazdi, 2022; Christensen et al., 

2023; Hofmans et al., 2024) across different devices, situations and functions.  

Digital maturity links to but goes beyond general personality maturation, as it 

specifically focuses on the digital context, and the challenges and opportunities which 

individuals are confronted with therein (Laaber et al., 2023). Further, it integrates digital 

literacy as one of its dimensions, but includes several further concepts which are crucial for 
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the successful navigation of the online world, such as social skills, self-determined use and 

the ability to use digital devices for personal growth. Some existing approaches already 

include aspects like autonomous experience online (Przybylski et al., 2010) or online social 

responsibility (Richardson & Milovidov, 2019; Wang & Xing, 2018). Digital maturity 

incorporates these considerations and adds further influential aspects. Hence, assuming a 

more holistic perspective, digital maturity includes technical abilities to use digital 

technologies, but assumes that further skills are equally needed for an adequate engagement 

with the digital world (Koniakou et al., 2024; Laaber et al., 2023). 

Overall, digital maturity comprises of 10 dimensions, which can be grouped into three 

capacities (Figure 1). These capacities address three challenges, which individuals are 

specifically faced with in the digital world (Arenas & Yazdi, 2022; Christensen et al., 2023; 

Hofmans et al., 2024). First, digital technologies are designed to capture attention and 

manipulate behavior in unprecedented ways, creating a highly challenging environment for 

autonomous and self-determined behavior (Cara, 2020; Kozyreva et al., 2020), which is 

addressed by the capacity to use digital technologies in an autonomous and self-determined 

way. Second, the digital environment is constantly evolving, requiring adaptive skills and 

problem-solving capacities to enable the competent use of digital technologies (Gretter & 

Yadav, 2016; Livingstone & Helsper, 2010), addressed by the capacity to master increasing 

digital challenges and solve problems. Third, social interactions online qualitatively differ 

from personal interactions. For example, anonymity enhances the tendency for 

cyberaggression and the lack of nonverbal cues online can reduce feelings of social 

relatedness (Lieberman & Schroeder, 2020; Lipinski-Harten & Tafarodi, 2013; Wright, 

2013). This challenge is addressed by the capacity to interact adequately with others and 

contribute to society. The dimensions of digital maturity are specifically designed to capture 
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abilities to adequately deal with these challenges of the digital environment, managing both 

the risks and opportunities which individuals are confronted with. 

Figure 1 

Digital Maturity 

 

Conceptually, digital maturity is based on psychosocial maturity and self-

determination theory (Laaber et al., 2023). Psychosocial maturity incorporates the aspects of 

growth and adjustment (Greenberger et al., 1975; Staudinger & Kunzmann, 2005). Growth 

refers to positive personality development, such as achieving insight, wisdom, making 

experiences and developing one’s thinking. Adjustment refers to an effective functioning in 

the community and adjusting to the societal environment, and relates to higher agreeableness, 

conscientiousness and emotional stability (Bleidorn, 2015; Staudinger & Kunzmann, 2005). 

Extending these aspects to the digital world, we assume that individuals with higher digital 

maturity can use the opportunities of digital technologies better for their personal growth and 

social adjustment. 
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Further, the digital maturity concept assumes that with higher digital maturity, 

individuals are better able to satisfy their basic needs in the digital environment. Self-

determination theory states that individuals feel the innate drive to satisfy their needs for 

autonomy, competence and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2000, 2008; Ryan et al., 2008). 

Individuals are viewed as growth-oriented, striving for interesting activities, the possibility to 

exercise their capabilities and social connectedness. Satisfaction of these needs enables 

growth, integrity and well-being (Chen et al., 2015; Deci & Ryan, 2000). Digital maturity 

incorporates these needs as important factors for the beneficial use of digital technologies. 

However, it addresses the needs specifically regarding the digital environment, which poses 

unique challenges, as discussed above.  

Overall, based on this conceptualization, we expect that higher digital maturity 

enables a more beneficial use of the digital world. Individuals with high digital maturity will 

have the ability to use digital technologies to satisfy their needs, achieve well-being and 

experience individual growth and social integration. As previous literature has mostly 

focused on understanding specific aspects of use behavior, like the role of active and passive 

Facebook use in depressed mood (Frison & Eggermont, 2015), digital maturity provides an 

important theoretical foundation to investigate whether individuals are able to use digital 

technologies for positive outcomes across different contexts and applications. Supporting the 

theoretical conceptualization, initial results indicate that digital maturity captures positive use 

behavior, as it predicted lower addictive device use (Laaber et al., 2023). However, more 

research is required regarding positive outcomes of digital maturity. Therefore, in my 

dissertation I tested the relation of digital maturity to further outcomes of digital device use, 

in order to establish a profound understanding of the processes how digital maturity interacts 

with the digital world and enables beneficial use. 
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I postulate three basic assumptions how digital maturity enables beneficial use 

behavior outcomes. First, high digital maturity enables the use of digital devices as tools in an 

autonomous and self-determined way. Individuals can use digital technologies in an 

instrumental way to satisfy needs, achieve growth and well-being. Second, high digital 

maturity enables the use of the digital world for overall (offline and online) benefit, 

benefitting from digital device use for general well-being and social integration. Third, high 

digital maturity enables mature reactions in challenging digital situations. Individuals with 

high digital maturity possess the required competencies to adequately deal with issues such as 

high expectations. In my dissertation, I present the findings of several studies which support 

these general points by providing insights regarding various specific outcomes of digital 

technology use. The studies advance the understanding of how digital maturity interacts with 

processes of digital technology use and provide support for digital maturity theory.   

Antecedents and Outcomes of Digital Maturity 

The main goal of this dissertation was to investigate antecedents and outcomes of 

digital maturity (Figure 2), in order to address the stated objectives.  

Figure 2 

Overview of the Dissertation Articles 

 

I have investigated the objectives of my dissertation across four articles, mostly 

relying on data from adolescents and their parents. These articles provide support for the 

overarching theoretical framework of digital maturity by identifying factors which relate to 

the development of high digital maturity, and showing how digital maturity relates to the use 
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of digital technologies as a tool for beneficial outcomes and mature behavior in challenging 

situations. The articles provide insights how digital maturity comes to play across specific 

aspects of the digital world, such as social connectedness or task choice. Three of the articles 

have been published to date, one is currently under review. While three studies have focused 

on the digital maturity of young people, collecting data from adolescent-parent dyads, one 

experimental study relied on adults, extending digital maturity research to a wider population. 

Table 2 provides an overview of the articles, their contribution and study design.  
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Table 2 

Overview of Articles, Contribution and Study Design 

Article Contribution Study Design 

Chapter I: Antecedents of Digital Maturity (Objective I) 

Article I:  
Koch, T., Laaber, F., 
& Florack, A. (2024). 
Computers in Human 
Behavior.  

Identifies socioeconomic status, active 
parental mediation and the personality 
traits agreeableness, conscientiousness 
and negative emotionality as influential 
antecedents relating to young people’s 
digital maturity. 

Cross-sectional survey 
of adolescent-parent 
dyads (N = 1065) in 
Germany and Austria.   

Chapter II: Outcomes of Digital Maturity (Objective II & III)  

Article II:  
Laaber, F., Koch, T., 
Hubert, M., & 
Florack, A. (2024). 
Computers in Human 
Behavior.  

Supports the positive relation of digital 
maturity to well-being outcomes. 
Digital maturity positively relates to life 
satisfaction, positive affect and 
psychological richness and negatively 
relates to negative affect and 
psychological distress, via instrumental 
device use, need satisfaction and need 
frustration.  

Two cross-sectional 
surveys of adolescent-
parent dyads (total N = 
641) in Germany and 
Austria. 
 

Article III:  
Koch, T., Laaber, F., 
Arenas, A., & 
Florack, A. (2025). 
Computers in Human 
Behavior. 

Shows the positive relation of digital 
maturity to social integration outcomes. 
Adolescents with higher digital maturity 
report higher social connectedness. The 
relationship is not explained by more 
active use behavior, but by engagement 
with real-life rather than virtual friends 
online and stronger compassionate 
goals.   

One longitudinal 
survey (Austria, 
Germany, N = 316) and 
one cross-sectional 
survey (Spain, N = 
257) of adolescent-
parent dyads. 

Article IV:  
Koch, T., Laaber, F., 
& Florack, A. (2025). 
[Manuscript submitted 
for publication]. 

Examines the effect of high difficulty 
and high expectations on task choice, 
moderated by digital maturity.  
The experiment shows that with low 
digital maturity, individuals are 
sensitive to high expectations and rather 
choose an easy and meaningless task 
over a difficult but meaningful task. 
With medium and high digital maturity, 
individuals are not affected by 
expectations. Difficulty did not affect 
task choice.  

Experiment with adults 
(Germany, N = 305).  
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Chapter I entitled “Antecedents of Digital Maturity” addresses the first objective, 

aiming to examine potential antecedents of digital maturity which enable young people to 

develop a mature use of digital technologies (p. 21). Besides Laaber et al. (2023) who tested 

the relation of personality to digital maturity, no previous literature has examined potential 

antecedents. Hence, we examined environmental and intrapersonal factors which could be 

relevant for adolescents’ digital maturity. Previous literature indicates that lower 

socioeconomic status could be a risk factor for maladaptive technology use (Faltýnková et al., 

2020; Ren et al., 2022; Sun et al., 2021; Urbanova et al., 2019) and emphasizes the influence 

of parental strategies to mediate children’s technology use (Duerager & Livingstone, 2012; 

Livingstone et al., 2017; Steinfeld, 2021; Wright, 2017). Moreover, based on psychosocial 

maturation principles, the personality factors agreeableness, conscientiousness and negative 

emotionality could relate to a mature use of digital devices (Bleidorn, 2015; Staudinger & 

Kunzmann, 2005). Hence, in Article I we tested the relation of socioeconomic status, active 

parental mediation and the mentioned personality traits to digital maturity. The results from 

1065 adolescent-parent dyads supported that higher socioeconomic status related positively to 

higher digital maturity, albeit fully mediated by parents’ active mediation. In families with 

higher socioeconomic background, parents seem to more actively guide and support their 

child’s digital device use, which relates positively to their digital maturity. Moreover, 

agreeableness and conscientiousness related positively, and negative emotionality related 

negatively to digital maturity, as expected. Thus, the results pointed to environmental and 

intrapersonal factors which relate to adolescents’ development of high digital maturity. 

Moreover, the findings supported that pre-existing societal inequalities persist in the digital 

context (Helsper et al., 2020; Mascheroni & Ólafsson, 2015), emphasizing the importance of 

interventions to counteract inequalities. 
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Chapter II entitled “Outcomes of Digital Maturity”, addresses the second and third 

objective (p. 29). Regarding the second objective, to examine how digital maturity relates to 

beneficial use behavior outcomes by using digital technologies as a tool for personal 

advancement and social integration, we tested the relation of digital maturity to positive use 

behavior outcomes of well-being (Article II) and social integration (Article III). In Article II, 

we investigated whether digital maturity relates to higher need satisfaction and well-being in 

two studies with adolescents. Digital technologies can potentially satisfy or frustrate needs, 

for example in videogames (Peng et al., 2012; Przybylski et al., 2009, 2010), making a 

mature use essential. As digital maturity is grounded in self-determination theory, it should 

link to higher well-being, but the relation to needs and well-being was not tested before. We 

expected that digital maturity would link to higher need satisfaction and lower need 

frustration, which would relate to better well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2000, 2008; Ryan et al., 

2008). Moreover, the article addressed the assumption that higher digital maturity enables the 

autonomous use of digital technologies as a tool for own goals. The positive relationship 

between higher digital maturity and need satisfaction, instrumental device use (using 

technology as a tool) and well-being was supported, as well as the negative relationship with 

need frustration and ill-being. Need satisfaction and frustration were mediators between 

digital maturity and a variety of well-being and ill-being outcomes. The findings support that 

digital maturity can relate to general online and offline benefit, as digital maturity and 

instrumental device use explained variance in general well-being outcomes, which were not 

specific to the digital world.  

In Article III, we focused on the relationship between digital maturity and 

adolescents’ social connectedness. Based on self-determination theory and psychosocial 

maturation, digital maturity should enable effective adjustment to the social environment 

(Bleidorn, 2015; Greenberger et al., 1975) and relatedness to others (Deci & Ryan, 2008; 
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Ryan et al., 2008) in the digital world. Hence, with higher digital maturity, young people 

should be better able to engage with others online in ways which establish and maintain 

social connectedness. The findings support that individuals with higher digital maturity seem 

more capable of using digital technologies as a tool to achieve social integration, because a 

positive relation between digital maturity and social connectedness was found both 

longitudinally and cross-sectionally. While active vs. passive use of digital devices (Matook 

et al., 2015; Roberts & David, 2023; Verduyn et al., 2017) could not explain this relationship, 

the engagement with real-life friends online (rather than virtual friends) was identified as an 

important mediator enhancing social connectedness (Burke & Kraut, 2016; Sharabi & 

Margalit, 2011). Moreover, with higher digital maturity, individuals held stronger 

compassionate goals for others, also benefitting their social connectedness (Crocker et al., 

2009; Crocker & Canevello, 2008). The article also supports the assumption that digital 

maturity enables the use of the digital world for one’s general benefit, as the increased 

engagement with real-life friends online enabled higher general social connectedness.  

Article IV focused on the third objective, investigating how digital maturity relates to 

beneficial behavior for personal development in demanding situations. Contradicting the 

basic principles of self-determination theory, some literature suggests that individuals prefer 

high salary over meaningful work (Ward, 2024). We assumed that this is the case because 

under high difficulty and high expectation conditions individuals might prefer easy and 

meaningless tasks over difficult and meaningful tasks to avoid self-threat (Wicklund, 1975; 

Yilmaz, 2022). Especially social media communicate distorted views of others’ achievements 

(de Lenne et al., 2020; Mills et al., 2022; Oliver et al., 2024), creating unrealistically high 

expectations. Hence, we proposed that digital maturity should attenuate the effect of 

demanding situations on the self as digital maturity incorporates the ability to master 

challenges in an autonomous and self-determined way, using digital technologies for personal 
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development. Therefore, we tested to what extent digital maturity impacted whether 

individuals would still opt for difficult but meaningful tasks in such conditions, perceiving 

them as an opportunity rather than a threat. The study was the first to examine the relation of 

digital maturity to behavior and showed how digital maturity can benefit a mature behavioral 

choice in challenging settings. With low digital maturity, high expectations caused 

individuals to prefer an easy and meaningless task. With higher digital maturity, individuals 

were less susceptible to high expectation conditions.  

Overall, the studies included in this dissertation identify antecedents and outcomes of 

digital maturity. The in-depth investigation of the digital maturity construct in relation to 

potential antecedents and outcomes advances its theoretical development and provides a 

deeper understanding of how individuals with higher digital maturity engage with the digital 

world. The studies suggest that digital maturity enables the autonomous use of digital devices 

as tools for beneficial outcomes spanning the offline and online world, and enables mature 

reactions to challenging situations. Digital maturity offers an approach to address the 

fragmented understanding of factors which address specific use behaviors and outcomes of 

digital device use, providing a basis for understanding who is able to take advantage of the 

opportunities of the digital world, while avoiding its risks.  

All studies included in this work adhere to ethical considerations and principles of 

good scientific practice. We made all data, analysis files and supplemental materials openly 

available online at the Open Science Framework. We pre-registered most studies, and all 

received ethical approval from either the University of Vienna Ethics Committee (reference 

number 00615) when the research included minors, or the Departmental Review Board 

(reference number 2024/S/013) for studies with adults. In all studies we asked for informed 

consent, treated all data anonymously and confidentially, and debriefed participants. When 

involving minors, we asked for informed consent from the parent and the child, as well as 
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final informed consent to use the data from the parent and the child at the end of the study. 

The research was part of the research project ‘Digymatex’ and received funding from the 

Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme by the European Union, under grant 

agreement number 870578. 

  



 21 

Chapter 1: Antecedents of Digital Maturity – SES, Parental Mediation, Personality 

One goal of this dissertation was to understand antecedents of young people’s digital 

maturity. Young people’s environment, such as their family setting, can influence to what 

degree they learn to take advantage of the opportunities which the digital world presents and 

avoid potential risks (Livingstone et al., 2011; Mascheroni & Ólafsson, 2015). Moreover, 

considering the foundation of digital maturity in psychosocial maturation, personality factors 

are also expected to relate to young people’s digital maturity level (Bleidorn, 2015; Laaber et 

al., 2023). Investigating these environmental and intrapersonal factors related to the first 

objective, which was to examine potential antecedents of digital maturity, providing first 

indications how young people can develop a mature use of digital technologies.  

To address this objective, Article I (Koch et al., 2024) examined the relation of 

socioeconomic status (SES), parental mediation strategies and personality to digital maturity. 

We conducted a cross-sectional study with 1065 adolescent-parent dyads to test these 

relations. The assumption was that there can be societal differences in young people’s ability 

to engage with digital technologies in a beneficial way, as young people from higher SES 

backgrounds might receive more support from their parents regarding the positive use of 

digital devices. Moreover, we expected that young people’s personality will also affect digital 

maturity independently from family background because higher scores on personality traits 

like conscientiousness and emotional stability have been linked to lower problematic device 

use (Hussain et al., 2017; Sriyabhand & John, 2014). Additionally, digital maturity is 

associated with higher conscientiousness, agreeableness and emotional stability (Laaber et 

al., 2023), which is in line with increased personality maturation (Bleidorn, 2015; Roberts & 

Mroczek, 2008). 

In today’s digitized society, most young people from all socioeconomic backgrounds 

have access to the digital world. Hence, societal inequalities could potentially be reduced by 
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making opportunities for learning and development easily accessible for everyone (Moore & 

Blackmon, 2022). Nevertheless, we argued that although anyone can access the digital world, 

not everyone might be equally capable of making use of its opportunities. Rather, some might 

still be more vulnerable to risks which the digital world presents. If individuals from high 

SES backgrounds can make better use of digital opportunities, this essentially reinforces 

societal inequalities.  

The socioeconomic environment is an influential factor regarding how young people 

engage with technology (Alkan et al., 2021; Faltýnková et al., 2020; Sun et al., 2021).  

Socioeconomic status refers to one’s social standing and economic capability, which for 

children is impacted by their parents’ income and education (Ishii, 2015; Sun et al., 2021). 

Previous literature found that young people from lower SES backgrounds show more 

maladaptive use of digital technologies (Faltýnková et al., 2020; Urbanova et al., 2019), more 

risky online behavior (Steinfeld, 2021) and social media addiction (Sun et al., 2021). With 

higher SES, young people seem to be more digitally literate (Bohnert & Gracia, 2023; Ren et 

al., 2022; Zilka, 2019) and use digital devices more responsibly (Wang & Xing, 2018). 

However, maladaptive use behavior does not necessarily preclude that individuals with low 

SES cannot also use digital devices in positive ways, for example to form social relations. 

Therefore, it needs to be examined whether SES also relates to young people’s ability to use 

digital devices for individual growth and social integration across applications and situations 

(i.e., digital maturity).  

We expected that with higher SES, young people are able to develop higher digital 

maturity. One reason for this assumption was that we expected the relation of SES to digital 

maturity to be explained by parents’ mediation strategies regarding their child’s device use. 

Active parental mediation involves parents explaining the benefits and risks of devices and 

applications to their child, supporting and guiding their child’s use of digital devices, but also 
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encouraging them to explore the digital world. Restrictive parental mediation refers to the use 

of rules and time limits regarding digital device use (Alkan et al., 2021; Cricchio et al., 2022; 

Livingstone et al., 2011; Steinfeld, 2021). When parents engage in active parental mediation, 

their children are exposed to less online risks like cyberbullying or seeing sexual content, but 

still experience online opportunities like learning and communication, while restrictive 

mediation relates to both reduced risks and opportunities (Duerager & Livingstone, 2012). As 

active mediation helps young people to develop autonomy and learn how to effectively 

navigate opportunities and risks online with their parents’ support (Cricchio et al., 2022; 

Steinfeld, 2021; Wright, 2017), we expected it to positively relate to digital maturity. Further, 

previous research showed that parents with higher SES typically have better digital skills 

(Bakó & Tőkés, 2018; Sun et al., 2021; Urbanova et al., 2019) and the necessary resources 

and knowledge to provide guidance to their child (Conger & Donnellan, 2007; Sohr-Preston 

et al., 2013). Therefore, parents with higher SES are more likely to engage in active parental 

mediation (Alkan et al., 2021; Bakó & Tőkés, 2018). We thus expected that active parental 

support would explain why young people from higher SES backgrounds can develop higher 

digital maturity. 

While the family background shapes young people's opportunities to develop key 

skills, individual personality traits have also been linked to digital use behavior (Hussain et 

al., 2017; Sriyabhand & John, 2014). We expected that beyond the environment, digital 

maturity is also influenced by personality. Personality traits like higher conscientiousness and 

lower negative emotionality are associated with lower problematic device use (Hussain et al., 

2017; Sriyabhand & John, 2014), and Laaber et al. (2023) linked higher agreeableness and 

conscientiousness, and lower negative emotionality to more mature digital use. Digital 

maturity applies aspects relating to these personality traits specifically to the digital context, 

such as the regulation of negative emotions and impulses, risk awareness and respect towards 
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others. While personality traits predict life outcomes independently of socioeconomic status 

(Ayoub et al., 2018), they cannot fully mitigate the effects of a disadvantaged background 

(Damian et al., 2015). Therefore, both SES and personality should be considered as 

antecedents of digital maturity. 

To test the association of SES, active parental mediation and personality to digital 

maturity, we employed structural equation modelling (SEM) and mediation analysis, using 

data from 1065 adolescent-parent dyads from Germany and Austria, with adolescents aged 12 

to 18 years. The model showed a good fit for SRMR and RMSEA (SRMR = 0.071; 

RMSEA= 0.072; CFI = 0.782; TLI = 0.762; AIC = 89,837.715; BIC = 90,329.817), see 

Figure 3. The results supported that SES related positively to digital maturity, fully mediated 

by active parental mediation (b = .016, SE = .006, 95% CI [.006, .028]). Parents from higher 

SES backgrounds reported to engage in more active parental mediation strategies, which 

related to higher digital maturity reported by the child. When adding restrictive mediation to 

the model as a parallel mediator, it did not relate to SES or digital maturity. Agreeableness 

and conscientiousness related positively, and negative emotionality related negatively to 

digital maturity, as expected. Only conscientiousness did not relate to digital maturity in the 

full model, but was still positively correlated with digital maturity in accordance with 

expectations. When adding screen time as another predictor of digital maturity, it related to 

digital maturity but all other effects remained with a comparable model fit. 
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Figure 3 

Structural Equation Model of Antecedents of Digital Maturity (Article I) 

 

Note. ** p < .01, *** p < .001. N = 1065. Values are standardized coefficients. SRMR = 

0.071; RMSEA= 0.072; CFI = 0.782; TLI = 0.762; AIC = 89,837.715; BIC = 90,329.817. 

Gender and age and are included as control variables on digital maturity and active parental 

mediation. 

Discussion Chapter 1: Antecedents of Digital Maturity 

In order to investigate potential antecedents of young people’s digital maturity, we 

investigated the family environment and intrapersonal factors. The findings of Article I 

support that with higher SES, young people show higher digital maturity, explained by more 

active parental engagement in their digital device use. Societal inequalities thus seem to 

persist in the digital world, with young people from higher SES backgrounds showing better 

abilities to use the opportunities presented online. Moreover, the results showed that the 

personality traits agreeableness, conscientiousness and negative emotionality related to digital 

maturity as expected, in addition to the effect of SES and active parental mediation. Hence, 
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both the socioeconomic environment and personality can be antecedents of young people’s 

digital maturity. 

These results are in line with previous literature on the relation of SES and parental 

mediation strategies to digital device use (Livingstone et al., 2017; Ren et al., 2022; Steinfeld, 

2021; Sun et al., 2021; Urbanova et al., 2019). In fact, the findings suggest that one problem 

in low SES families may be the low level of active mediation by parents. Thus, young people 

receive less guidance in how to beneficially and safely navigate the digital world, making use 

of its opportunities and avoiding potential risks. With higher SES, parents are more actively 

involved in their child’s use behavior, supporting their development of digital maturity. The 

results support the notion of the family investment model that higher SES parents have the 

knowledge, abilities and resources to guide their child (Alkan et al., 2021; Nikken & Opree, 

2018; Sohr-Preston et al., 2013). While most research to date has focused on the relation of 

low SES to maladaptive behavior, our article adds to the small literature base which focuses 

on the relation of SES to positive behaviors beyond digital literacy (Ren et al., 2022; Wang & 

Xing, 2018). 

Besides the influence of the family environment, intrapersonal factors also related to 

digital maturity. As would be expected based on psychosocial maturation theory (Bleidorn, 

2015; Roberts & Mroczek, 2008; Staudinger & Kunzmann, 2005) and previous research on 

digital maturity (Laaber et al., 2023), the personality traits agreeableness, conscientiousness 

and negative emotionality related to digital maturity. Hence, the results provide further 

support for the conceptualization of digital maturity as building on psychosocial maturation. 

Aspects of the personality traits agreeableness, conscientiousness and negative emotionality 

are reflected in digital maturity’s specific application to the digital context, for example in 

dimensions such as the regulation of emotions and impulses, or risk awareness. Moreover, the 

results showed that besides the environment, intraindividual factors also independently relate 
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to young people’s ability to engage with the digital world in a mature and beneficial way 

(Ayoub et al., 2018; Damian et al., 2015), relating to previous literature that personality traits 

link to use behavior (Hussain et al., 2017; Sriyabhand & John, 2014).  

The article also supports digital maturity as a measure of beneficial use behavior 

beyond the lack of addictive use. When including screen time in the model, it related 

negatively to digital maturity, but the effects of SES and active mediation remained 

unchanged. Hence, active mediation related rather to the quality of use, as measured by 

digital maturity, than solely to reduced usage time. This finding supports the notion of using 

digital devices as a tool, which might relate to lower, more effective use in some cases but 

not necessarily in others, for example, when engaging with digital devices to learn something.  

A strength of the article is that information was asked directly from both the parent 

and adolescent. Moreover, the analyses could rely on a large sample from two countries, 

providing a relatively large database for the conclusions regarding socioeconomic status. 

Discriminant validity was confirmed, supporting that the constructs were independent 

(Fornell & Larcker, 1981). The article contributes to the literature as it provides further 

support for digital maturity as a general ability for beneficial device use, suggesting how this 

ability can be developed. The focus on digital maturity enables a move away from 

maladaptive usage behaviors, towards the opportunities of the digital world. The findings 

suggest that parental knowledge and mediation strategies could be addressed as a mechanism 

enabling young people from all socioeconomic backgrounds to take advantage of digital 

opportunities and avoid digital risks.  

Limitations of the article include the reliance on a self-report survey which does not 

enable any causal conclusions. Nevertheless, the assumed directionality seems reasonable as 

parents’ SES is a broad societal factor and is unlikely to be influenced by adolescents’ digital 

maturity. However, to gain further insights into the development of digital maturity, 
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longitudinal research will be required. While not establishing causality, longitudinal research 

can provide further insights into the temporal link of environmental and intraindividual 

factors to digital maturity throughout young people’s development. The present study 

provided first indications regarding potentially important antecedents of digital maturity, 

which can be built on further in the future. Moreover, future research could experimentally 

manipulate parental mediation to enhance young people’s digital maturity, for example by 

instructing parents how to guide their child’s device use. This would provide an interesting 

avenue for interventions and could provide further insight regarding the causal relations of 

the investigated concepts. Future studies should incorporate further factors which might also 

relate to young people’s development of digital maturity, such as peer influence and 

educational settings. Including these aspects was beyond the scope of the present article, but 

they might equally be influential factors in young people’s mature use behavior. 

Overall, the article presents valuable insights into antecedents of young people’s 

digital maturity. It suggests that despite the digital world offering a chance to reduce societal 

inequalities due to the easy access to information and learning opportunities, inequalities 

seem to persist as young people from higher SES backgrounds are better able to make use of 

these opportunities, benefitting from their parents’ knowledge and guidance. Nevertheless, 

intraindividual factors also seem to relate to digital maturity levels independently from family 

background. 

 
 

 

  



 29 

Chapter 2: Outcomes of Digital Maturity 

One basic assumption of digital maturity theory is that with higher digital maturity, 

individuals can use the digital world for beneficial outcomes regarding personal growth and 

social integration (Laaber et al., 2023). However, the relation of digital maturity to outcomes 

of digital device use has not yet been investigated in detail. To address this, the second goal 

of the dissertation was to investigate outcomes of digital maturity. Across three articles, we 

focused on several specific aspects of digital technology use and tested to what extent digital 

maturity enables positive use behavior outcomes in these domains. Hence, I address the 

second and third objective of this dissertation.  

The second objective was to examine how digital maturity relates to beneficial use 

behavior outcomes by using digital technologies as a tool for personal advancement and 

social integration. Addressing this, Article II and III investigated the relation of digital 

maturity to various well-being outcomes and social connectedness. We conducted several 

studies with adolescent-parent dyads (N = 1214), testing these associations and several 

mechanisms mediating the associations. We expected that with higher digital maturity, 

individuals would experience more beneficial outcomes of their digital technology use. 

Moreover, we examined mechanisms how individuals with high digital maturity engage with 

digital technology to enable this benefit. In Article II, we investigated need satisfaction, need 

frustration and instrumental device use as potential mechanisms. In Article III, we 

investigated active device use, interaction with real and virtual friends online, and 

compassionate goals as potential mechanisms. The studies provided insights regarding the 

assumption that digital maturity enables the use of digital devices as tools in an autonomous 

and self-determined way, in order to satisfy their needs and achieve well-being (Chen et al., 

2015; Deci & Ryan, 2000). Further, they contributed to the understanding how digital 
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maturity relates to overall online and offline benefit by achieving positive outcomes 

regarding general well-being and social integration.  

The third objective was to investigate how digital maturity relates to beneficial 

behavior for personal development in demanding situations. Addressing this, in Article IV we 

tested how digital maturity influences the choice of meaningful tasks in demanding settings. 

In an online experiment (N = 305), we examined how high expectations and high difficulty of 

a task can influence individuals’ choice of a subsequent task, which is either easy and 

meaningless or difficult and meaningful for personal growth. Our expectation was that 

individuals will rather focus on an easy and meaningless task after having experienced high 

expectations or difficulty, but that this preference would be attenuated with higher digital 

maturity. This research provided insights regarding the assumption that digital maturity 

enables mature reactions in challenging digital situations, as individuals can adequately deal 

with issues such as high expectations. 

Digital Maturity and Well-being 

To test how digital maturity enables positive outcomes of digital device use, Article II 

(Laaber et al., 2024) examined the relation of digital maturity to well-being, via instrumental 

device use, psychological need satisfaction and frustration. We conducted two studies with a 

total of 641 adolescent-parent dyads. The assumption was that with higher digital maturity, 

young people would report higher well-being and lower ill-being, as they use digital devices 

as tools, achieve higher need satisfaction and lower need frustration.  

Since the concept of digital maturity is based on self-determination theory, it implies 

that digital maturity should positively relate to well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Satisfaction 

of basic needs relates to positive well-being outcomes like higher self-esteem (Deci & Ryan, 

2000; Ryan & Deci, 2000), while frustration of needs relates to negative well-being outcomes 

like maladaptive functioning (Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). Hence, individuals with high 
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digital maturity should be capable of engaging with technology in ways which enable higher 

satisfaction and lower frustration of the needs for autonomy, competence and relatedness 

(Laaber et al., 2023; Przybylski et al., 2010). This article was the first to test whether digital 

maturity indeed relates to these basic needs and well-being outcomes, providing a crucial 

contribution to the theoretical development of digital maturity. Testing this relation also 

sheds light on the assumption that digital maturity, which is specific to the digital context, 

can influence general well-being outcomes which span both offline and online domains.  

The digital environment has the potential to both satisfy and frustrate needs. Previous 

literature showed that digital activities can satisfy needs and enhance well-being, but also 

hinder need satisfaction and decrease well-being (Erdmann & Dienlin, 2022; Masur et al., 

2014; Przybylski et al., 2009). For example, videogames designed to support autonomy and 

competence can increase motivation and engagement (Peng et al., 2012). We expected that 

with higher digital maturity, individuals can use the digital environment as a tool to satisfy 

needs and achieve well-being while shielding themselves from frustrations. They can benefit 

from digital technologies, for example by using them as a tool to learn new skills and 

strengthen social relations. At the same time, they are adept in dealing with problems and are 

aware of risks.  

However, the process towards growth and social integration is not always 

straightforward and mature behavior does not always relate to higher well-being (Bauer et al., 

2005; Bauer & Mcadams, 2004). Especially in the digital world, behaviors such as watching 

TikTok videos can increase hedonic well-being, but do not represent a mature use of digital 

technologies. Mature behaviors, like acquiring new programming skills, can involve 

frustrations and are not immediately linked to higher well-being (Oishi et al., 2021). In the 

long run, however, such growth experiences can increase need satisfaction and enable 

psychological richness. Psychological richness goes beyond a solely hedonic form of well-
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being, and includes novel, complex and meaningful experiences, which can also be negative 

at times, but rich overall (Oishi & Westgate, 2022). Therefore, we included several well-

being outcomes to capture a breadth of experiences, as we expected that while mature digital 

behavior might cause temporary frustrations, it will enable psychological richness overall. 

Article II tested the relations between digital maturity, need fulfilment and well-being 

in two studies with adolescent-parent dyads in Germany and Austria. Structural equation path 

modelling and mediation analyses were used. In all structural equation models, we controlled 

for age, gender, socioeconomic status and self-regulation, as these variables can relate to 

technology use and well-being (Faltýnková et al., 2020; González-Carrasco et al., 2017; Koch 

et al., 2024; Reinecke et al., 2022; Yoon et al., 2023). In Study 1 (N = 292), we tested the 

association of digital maturity to instrumental device use, need satisfaction, need frustration 

and life satisfaction. The results are shown in Figure 4. The structural path model showed a 

good fit (RMSEA = 0.052; CFI = 0.996; TLI = 0.951; SRMR = 0.013), and supported the 

expected relations. With higher digital maturity, adolescents reported higher instrumental 

device use, need satisfaction and life satisfaction, and lower need frustration. Moreover, need 

satisfaction and frustration mediated the effect of digital maturity on life satisfaction. The 

study thus supports that digital maturity relates positively to general life satisfaction and that 

adolescents with higher digital maturity are more adept at using digital technologies as a tool 

for positive outcomes.  
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Figure 4  

Structural Equation Path Model of Digital Maturity Predicting Life Satisfaction (Article II, 

Study 1) 

 

Note. N = 292. *p < .05. **p < .01. RMSEA = 0.052; CFI = 0.996; TLI = 0.951; SRMR = 

0.013. Age, gender, self-regulation and socioeconomic status were control variables.  

In Study 2 (N = 349), a broader array of well-being and ill-being outcomes was used, 

to gain a more detailed understanding of how need satisfaction and need frustration relate to 

these outcomes. Further, we compared adolescent-reported and parent-reported measures of 

the adolescents’ affect, while again controlling for age, gender, self-regulation, and 

socioeconomic status. The model is shown in Figure 5. It showed a good fit (RMSEA = 

0.071; CFI = 0.995; TLI = 0.942; SRMR = 0.008), supporting the expected findings. With 

higher digital maturity, adolescents reported higher need satisfaction and lower need 

frustration. They showed higher psychological richness and positive affect, and lower 

psychological distress and negative affect. Need satisfaction and frustration mediated the 

effect of digital maturity on psychological richness, negative affect, and psychological 

distress. Need satisfaction also mediated the effect of digital maturity on positive affect. 
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Testing the same model using the parent report of adolescents’ positive and negative affect 

showed comparable results and a good fit as well (RMSEA = 0.053; CFI = 0.997; TLI = 

0.962; SRMR = 0.012). Overall, the study supports that digital maturity indeed relates to a 

variety of general well-being outcomes, directly and via need satisfaction and frustration.  

Figure 5 

Structural Equation Path Model of Digital Maturity Predicting Several Well-Being Outcomes 

(Article II, Study 2) 

 

Note. N = 349. *p < .05. **p < .01. RMSEA = 0.071; CFI = 0.995; TLI = 0.942; SRMR = 

0.008. Age, gender, self-regulation and socioeconomic status were control variables.  

Digital Maturity and Social Connectedness  

Further investigating positive outcomes of digital maturity, Article III (Koch, Laaber, 

Arenas, & Florack, 2025) focused on the aspect of social integration and tested the relation of 

digital maturity to social connectedness, via active use behavior, engaging with real-life 

friends online and compassionate goals. We conducted a one-year longitudinal study with 

two waves and a cross-sectional study, with a total of 573 adolescent-parent dyads from 

Austria, Germany and Spain. The assumption was that with higher digital maturity, young 

people would report higher social connectedness. The studies tested three potential mediators 

of how, with whom and why individuals interact online to explain the relationship.  
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Social connectedness refers to a perceived sense of belonging, support and positive 

relationships, through active involvement with others and a sense of community (Kim et al., 

2016; McIntyre et al., 2015; Ryan et al., 2017; Winstone et al., 2021). Despite the 

omnipresent possibility to connect with others online, it is unclear whether individuals benefit 

from these interactions (Kushlev et al., 2019; Ryan et al., 2017; Verduyn et al., 2017; 

Winstone et al., 2021). For example, emotional support on social media has been linked to 

higher odds of depression (Shensa et al., 2020). We argued that whether individuals benefit 

from the online world regarding social connectedness will depend on how they make use of 

these digital opportunities. With higher digital maturity, we expected young people to engage 

with the digital world in a way which benefits their social integration.  

Previous literature identified both positive and negative associations between using 

social media and social connectedness. On the one hand, social media can aid individuals to 

interact with others and create social capital, which can be especially useful for anxious or 

shy persons (Allen et al., 2014; Ryan et al., 2017; Verduyn et al., 2017; Winstone et al., 

2021). On the other hand, online communication has also been linked to higher isolation and 

loneliness (Sharabi & Margalit, 2011; Shensa et al., 2020). Overall, research emphasizes that 

the type of online engagement is crucial regarding the positive or negative effects for social 

connectedness (McIntyre et al., 2015; Pandya & Lodha, 2021; Verduyn et al., 2017). Hence, 

this article tested whether adolescents with higher digital maturity were more adept in using 

the online world to increase social connectedness. If digital maturity, as a general underlying 

ability, relates to whether individuals engage in online interactions in a beneficial or 

detrimental way, it would be a useful general predictor for social connectedness online 

compared to more specific factors, like passive use behavior (Frison & Eggermont, 2015).  

The conceptualization of digital maturity includes the association with effective social 

integration (Greenberger et al., 1975; Laaber et al., 2023), but no mechanisms of how social 
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integration occurs are yet proposed in the theory. Hence, we tested three potential 

mechanisms: how, with whom and why young people engage in online social interactions. 

Regarding how young people engage with others online, we tested their active versus passive 

use of digital technologies. Passive use includes behaviors like scrolling through posts. It is 

generally evaluated as detrimental (Escobar-Viera et al., 2018; Roberts & David, 2023; Wang 

et al., 2018), and has been linked to increased social comparison and loneliness. Active use 

includes behaviors like texting with others or posting and has been linked to higher social 

connectedness (Deters & Mehl, 2013; Matook et al., 2015; Verduyn et al., 2017). Regarding 

who young people interact with online, we compared whether they interacted with friends 

they knew from real life, or with virtual-only friends. Engaging with real-life friends online 

can support and enhance offline social relationships (Clark et al., 2018; Winstone et al., 

2021). Online communication instead of offline relations, and superficial online interactions 

(e.g., “likes”) do not necessarily benefit social connectedness (Burke & Kraut, 2016; Sharabi 

& Margalit, 2011). Regarding why young people engage with others online, we investigated 

the goals individuals hold for social interactions. Strong compassionate goals, involving a 

supportive and considerate approach towards others, enable social connectedness. Strong 

self-image goals, meaning a focus on leaving a positive impression, relate to higher 

loneliness (Crocker et al., 2009; Crocker & Canevello, 2008).  

In Study 1 (N = 316), we tested the longitudinal relationship of digital maturity to 

social connectedness one year later and the mediating role of active device use, relying on 

both the adolescent- and parent-reported active use behavior of adolescents. The results 

supported that digital maturity related positively to social connectedness one year later. 

Regarding active use behavior, the results were inconclusive. While adolescent-reported 

active use did not relate to digital maturity, adolescents’ active use reported by parents related 

negatively to digital maturity, which was contrary to our expectations. The relation of digital 



 37 

maturity to social connectedness was not mediated by adolescent-reported active use  

(b = .003, SE = .006, 95% CI [-.017, .007]), as can be seen in Figure 6. Using parent-reported 

active use, the results showed a mediation effect (b = .018, SE = .011, 95% CI [-.044, .001]), 

with a negative relation between digital maturity and active use, and a positive relation 

between active use and social connectedness, shown in Figure 7. Hence, the evidence for a 

mediation effect was rather weak and its directionality contradicted expectations. Overall, the 

results supported that digital maturity relates positively to social connectedness, but did not 

support a positive mediating effect via active use behavior. 

Figure 6 

Mediation Model of Digital Maturity Predicting Social Connectedness via Adolescent-

Reported Active Use (Article III, Study 1) 

 

Note. *** p < .001. N = 316. Values are standardized. 
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Figure 7 

Mediation Model of Digital Maturity Predicting Social Connectedness via Parent-Reported 

Active Use (Article III, Study 1) 

 

Note. * p < .05, *** p < .001. N = 316. Values are standardized. 

In Study II (N = 257), we set out to examine two further potential mechanisms of the 

relation between digital maturity and social connectedness, looking into who adolescents 

engage with online and the type of goals they hold for these interactions. The findings again 

supported the positive relation between digital maturity and social connectedness. A 

moderated mediation model showed the expected effects: With higher digital maturity, 

adolescents rather engaged with real-life than virtual friends online, benefitting their social 

connectedness (b = .042, SE = .019, 95% CI [.008, .083]). Also, with higher digital maturity 

adolescents showed higher compassionate goals, benefitting their social connectedness  

(b = .099, SE = .031, 95% CI [.041, .162]). Self-image goals interacted positively with 

compassionate goals. Thus, while it was expected that self-image goals would weaken the 

relation of compassionate goals to social connectedness, the opposite was indicated. The 

results can be seen in Figure 8. Overall, the findings indicated that both the engagement with 

real-life friends online and holding compassionate goals are relevant mechanisms of the 

positive relation between digital maturity and social connectedness.  
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Figure 8 

Moderated Double Mediation Model of Digital Maturity Predicting Social Connectedness via 

Real Friends Online and Compassionate Goals, Moderated by Self-Image Goals (Article III, 

Study 2) 

 

Note. * p < .05, *** p < .001. N = 257. Values are standardized. 

Digital Maturity and Task Choice  

To examine how digital maturity relates to beneficial behaviors, Article IV (Koch, 

Laaber, & Florack, 2025) investigated how digital maturity influences the effect of 

challenging situations on task choice. Our previous research tested the correlation of digital 

maturity with self-reported behaviors like the engagement with others online, which provided 

valuable insights. However, no study has yet experimentally tested how digital maturity 

influences choice behavior in specific situations. We conducted an online experiment with 

305 adults, which measured how high vs. low expectation and difficulty levels influenced 

individuals’ choice for an easy and meaningless, or difficult and meaningful subsequent task. 

The assumption was that individuals would prefer an easy and meaningless task after 

experiencing high difficulty or expectations, but that this tendency would be reduced with 

higher digital maturity.  
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Although self-determination theory postulates that individuals strive for personal 

development and want to grow and learn (Deci & Ryan, 2008; Ryan & Deci, 2000), there are 

trends which suggest that people avoid challenging and meaningful activities. Individuals 

favor high salaries over meaningful jobs (Ward, 2024), and social media trends emphasize 

the benefits of easy routine jobs which require little effort (Lobe, 2023; Oladele, 2023; 

Twenge, 2017). In today’s society, especially young people perceive that expectations 

regarding the educational and professional standards they should meet are constantly rising, 

while it also becomes difficult to succeed in an increasingly uncertain world (Twenge, 2017). 

Moreover, idealized self-images on social media portray highly successful lives which are 

unrealistic to achieve, for example regarding career success (de Lenne et al., 2020; Mills et 

al., 2022; Oliver et al., 2024). Hence, we argued that the avoidance of meaningful, but 

challenging tasks stems from the prevalence of high expectations and difficulty, which cause 

individuals to become aware of their own shortcomings and thus prefer tasks which can 

easily be fulfilled successfully. However, we expected digital maturity to attenuate the effect 

of high difficulty and expectations, as it enables individuals to navigate the online world in a 

self-determined way.  

According to self-awareness theory, when faced with high difficulty or high 

expectations, individuals’ attention focuses on their own performance in order to evaluate 

oneself compared to ought standards (Duval et al., 1992; Yilmaz, 2022). This comparison 

will emphasize self-discrepancies, which are discrepancies between the actual self and 

standards, leading to negative self-feelings and the desire to either avoid the situation or 

reduce discrepancies (Duval & Lalwani, 1999; Moskalenko & Heine, 2003; Wicklund, 1975). 

Therefore, when individuals experience high difficulty or high expectation situations, it 

increases their self-awareness and they will become aware of self-discrepancies. 
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Consequently, individuals might be more likely to favor easy and meaningless tasks in order 

to avoid challenges and self-discrepancies.  

Whether individuals choose to avoid a situation or try to reduce discrepancies depends 

on their perception of the self-discrepancy (Csikszentmihalyi & Figurski, 1982; Duval & 

Lalwani, 1999; Wicklund, 1979). When a situation is perceived to threaten their self-

evaluation, avoidance is likely and individuals might choose to engage with easy and 

meaningless tasks. However, when self-discrepancies are interpreted as feedback which can 

be used to learn and improve, individuals should not feel threatened and might rather choose 

to engage in meaningful yet difficult tasks nevertheless.  

With high digital maturity, individuals should be better adept at using situations for 

their personal development (Laaber et al., 2023, 2024) and not being threatened by 

comparisons, which are especially biased and idealized in the digital world. Success and 

expectations portrayed online are often unrealistic and impossible to achieve (de Lenne et al., 

2020, 2022; Kasperiuniene & Zydziunaite, 2019; Mills et al., 2022; Oliver et al., 2024). 

Therefore, individuals need to be able to navigate such an environment in ways which benefit 

their personal growth without experiencing threat. As Article II showed a positive association 

of digital maturity and psychological richness, we expected that individuals with higher 

digital maturity might be more likely to expose themselves to challenging, but meaningful 

situations, seeking opportunities for growth. We expected that they would rather interpret 

self-discrepancies as information which they can use to improve, rather than as a source of 

evaluation which can threaten the self. Hence, with higher digital maturity individuals should 

rather engage with meaningful and difficult tasks despite having experienced high difficulty 

and high expectations.  

We aimed to test these assumptions experimentally. Transferring the high 

expectations and difficulties which individuals experience in daily life into a testable 
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experimental setting can be challenging. In this study, we aimed to make these factors 

measurable, allowing us to test causal effects although creating a more artificial task setting. 

In the online experiment, individuals first solved several Raven matrices, which were either 

easy or difficult (high vs. low difficulty), and for which they were either expected to solve 

eight out of 10 (high expectation) or two out of 10 (low expectation). They were shown their 

overall score for the matrices before they could choose between two subsequent unrelated 

tasks, one easy and meaningless (visual search), the other difficult and meaningful (text about 

inflation and investment). The results of a generalized linear mixed model predicting task 

choice suggested a significant interaction effect of digital maturity and expectations  

(b = -.766, p = .006), but no effect of difficulty. Investigating the effect of expectation 

conditions at low, medium and high digital maturity levels, we found significant differences 

at low digital maturity. With low digital maturity, individuals chose the easy and meaningless 

task more often after having experienced high expectations, but chose the difficult and 

meaningful task more often after having experienced low expectations (p = .012). Individuals 

were not affected by the expectation conditions at medium (p = .430) and high digital 

maturity (p = .137). The effects can be seen in Figure 9. Overall, the results suggest that only 

individuals with low digital maturity were susceptible to the expectation condition, more 

likely choosing the easy and meaningless task after experiencing high expectations than after 

experiencing low expectations. 
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Figure 9 

Probability of Choosing the Easy Task Predicted by Expectation Condition and Digital 

Maturity (Article IV) 

 

Discussion Chapter 2: Outcomes of Digital Maturity 

In order to examine outcomes of young people’s digital maturity, we investigated how 

digital maturity relates to beneficial technology use for personal advancement and social 

integration across several studies. Although a basic assumption of digital maturity theory, the 

relation of digital maturity to beneficial outcomes of digital technology use had not been 

tested thoroughly before. Across all studies, the findings provided support for a positive 

association of digital maturity with beneficial outcomes of digital technology use. Digital 

maturity related positively to well-being outcomes and social connectedness, and weakened 

the detrimental effect of a challenging situation on task choice.  

The findings of Article II supported that digital maturity relates positively to a wide 

range of well-being outcomes, and negatively to ill-being outcomes, as expected. These 

relations were mediated by instrumental device use, higher need satisfaction and lower need 
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frustration. The results supported the conceptualization of digital maturity as grounded in 

self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Laaber et al., 2023; Ryan & Deci, 2000). 

With higher digital maturity, young people seem more adept at satisfying their needs and 

avoiding need frustration, which benefits their well-being. One interesting finding was that 

digital maturity related positively to psychological richness, which shows that individuals 

with higher digital maturity seem to seek more mature and complex experiences (Bauer et al., 

2005; Bauer & Mcadams, 2004). This result might indicate that with higher digital maturity, 

individuals rather expose themselves to psychologically rich situations, such as learning 

something new online, which can include both negative and positive aspects, resonating with 

fulfilling one’s need for autonomy and competence. Crucially, with the digital environment 

offering possibilities for both need satisfaction and need frustration (Peng et al., 2012; 

Przybylski et al., 2009, 2010), the findings of Article II show that a mature use of the digital 

world relates to using digital devices as tools to benefit need satisfaction and well-being. 

Moreover, the findings indicate that digital maturity is associated with general well-being 

outcomes spanning the offline and online world.  

In the same vein, Article III showed that digital maturity related positively to social 

integration both cross-sectionally and longitudinally, which supports digital maturity theory 

and strengthens its construct validity. Moreover, the article identified the engagement with 

real-life friends online and holding compassionate goals as two mechanisms how digital 

maturity relates to social connectedness, thus expanding the theory and providing further 

depth to the understanding of mature use behavior. The results support that digital maturity 

relates to who individuals engage with online (Burke & Kraut, 2016; Clark et al., 2018; 

Winstone et al., 2021), and the goals they hold for online interactions (Crocker et al., 2009; 

Crocker & Canevello, 2008). The study emphasized the relevance of compassionate goals in 

the online context, which was not thoroughly tested before (Roper & Tobin, 2022; Tobin et 
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al., 2020). Further research will be needed to better understand how digital maturity relates to 

the active use of digital devices. As digital maturity related to general social connectedness, 

via mechanisms focusing on the online context, the article also supports that digital maturity 

is associated with social integration across the online and offline world. The results suggest 

that individuals with higher digital maturity can effectively use the digital context as a tool to 

satisfy their need for relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2000).  

Further testing the relation of digital maturity to positive outcomes, Article IV showed 

that digital maturity moderates the effect of high expectations on subsequent task choice. We 

expected that high expectations and difficulty will make individuals aware of self-

discrepancies, thus subsequently preferring tasks which are easy to fulfil (Duval & Lalwani, 

1999; Moskalenko & Heine, 2003; Wicklund, 1975). With medium and high digital maturity, 

individuals were not sensitive to high expectations, suggesting that they did not feel 

threatened in their self-evaluation. However, individuals with low digital maturity were more 

likely to engage with an easy and meaningless task after high expectations than low 

expectations. With low digital maturity, high expectations seem to present a threat to 

individuals’ self-evaluation, hence they avoided further potential threat and chose an easy and 

meaningless task over a difficult and meaningful task. The finding that the manipulation 

affected the choice of a subsequent, unrelated task, emphasizes the enduring effect of this 

self-threat. While difficulty did not affect task choice, the findings suggest that societal 

expectations can have strong effects on behavior. Considering the prevalence of 

communicated ideals and high expectations online (de Lenne et al., 2020; Oliver et al., 2024), 

the results indicate that such high expectations might link to recent trends to avoid challenges 

and prefer easy and routine jobs (Lobe, 2023; Oladele, 2023; Twenge, 2017). The study 

supports the assumption that digital maturity enables more mature reactions to challenges, 

thus enabling a beneficial use of digital technologies for personal development in demanding 
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situations. Using only the digital literacy dimension as a moderator instead of digital 

maturity, the model showed no significant effects, suggesting that digital maturity includes 

aspects of mature use behavior that go beyond digital literacy. Moreover, this study extends 

the focus of digital maturity research from young people to adults. The results suggest that 

digital maturity is also a relevant construct in the general population, which is equally faced 

with the challenges of digital technologies (Kozyreva et al., 2020). 

Combining the findings of these three articles, they provide a valuable contribution to 

the understanding of outcomes related to digital maturity. We identified relations of digital 

maturity to need satisfaction and frustration, ill-being, well-being, social connectedness, and 

task choice. These relations of digital maturity to positive outcomes were expected based on 

its conceptualization, but not thoroughly tested to date. Hence, our research strengthens the 

theoretical foundation of digital maturity as enabling the beneficial use of digital technologies 

for personal development and social integration (Laaber et al., 2023). 

Regarding methodological strengths, Article II statistically controlled for self-

regulation and SES which were shown to relate to use behavior (Faltýnková et al., 2020; 

Koch et al., 2024; Reinecke et al., 2022). Moreover, in order to account for potential common 

method bias and halo effects due to self-report, Article II and III relied on both parent and 

adolescent reports, which showed similar results. Furthermore, Article IV was the first study 

to include digital maturity in an experimental design, extending previous correlational 

research by experimentally testing how digital maturity relates to a behavioral outcome.  

Nevertheless, several mechanisms require further testing. Article III could not provide 

conclusive results regarding the relation of active use behavior to digital maturity and social 

connectedness. Moreover, Article IV did not explicitly test whether digital maturity relates to 

viewing a challenging situation as a threat or opportunity, but only focused on the behavioral 

outcome. Additionally, transferring high expectations from society to an artificial lab setting 
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only allowed to test a highly specific task. Future studies should test whether high 

expectations have similar effects on task choice in more natural settings like the workplace. 

Also, due to the correlational nature of most of the studies, the causal direction of the 

association of digital maturity with its outcomes remains unresolved. For instance, it is not 

clear whether young people with better social connectedness also develop higher digital 

maturity, or vice versa. While Article IV is the first to include digital maturity in an 

experimental design, it still cannot provide causal effects of digital maturity directly, but 

includes it as a moderator. The topic of causality will need to be addressed in future research, 

for example by using interventions which specifically address dimensions of digital maturity. 

In order to strengthen the conclusions which can be drawn from the mediation analyses, 

mediators like instrumental device use or engaging with real-life friends online could be 

manipulated to establish causal chains (Spencer et al., 2005). 

Overall, the three articles provide useful insights into outcomes of young people’s 

digital maturity. They support that digital maturity links to engaging with the digital world in 

positive ways regarding well-being, social connectedness and task choice. Furthermore, 

mechanisms explaining how these positive outcomes are enabled are suggested. By looking 

into these various aspects of digital technology use, the articles show that digital maturity 

relates to beneficial use outcomes, supporting its theoretical conceptualization.   
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General Discussion  

The digital world offers both opportunities and risks, especially for young people who 

report very high daily usage of digital technologies (Statista, 2023). With the multitude of 

different applications, platforms and kinds of digital technology use, it is still unclear under 

what circumstances individuals will experience the positive or negative aspects of digital 

device use. Digital maturity aims to provide a basis for a general understanding of abilities 

and attitudes which enable young people to use digital technologies in a beneficial way for 

personal growth and social integration, not focusing on specific applications or aspects of 

use, but as a general ability underlying all digital technology use (Laaber et al., 2023). The 

aim of this dissertation was to test antecedents associated with digital maturity and to 

examine how digital maturity relates to positive outcomes of digital technology use.  

In my dissertation, I identified environmental and intraindividual antecedents of 

digital maturity, enabling young people to develop a mature use of digital technologies 

(Objective 1). Regarding outcomes of digital maturity, I found that digital maturity relates to 

using digital technologies as a tool for personal advancement and social integration 

(Objective 2), and showed that digital maturity enables more mature behavior benefitting 

personal development in demanding situations (Objective 3). 

My work contributes to the empirical validation of digital maturity theory. It identifies 

SES and active parental mediation as relevant antecedents of digital maturity and provides 

further support for the relation of agreeableness, conscientiousness and negative emotionality 

to digital maturity, as proposed in its original conceptualization (Laaber et al., 2023). Further, 

I provide support that digital maturity relates to several positive outcomes, such as well-

being, social connectedness and mature task choice. While digital maturity theory postulates 

its relation to more beneficial use outcomes, these relations and potential mechanisms 

enabling positive outcomes were not tested in detail before.  
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Further, the presented articles add to the theoretical advancement of digital maturity. 

They provide insights into the mechanisms how individuals with high digital maturity use 

digital devices to achieve positive outcomes. These mechanisms included the satisfaction of 

needs and instrumental device use to achieve higher well-being, as well as the engagement 

with real-life friends and holding compassionate goals to benefit social connectedness. The 

findings fit with the conceptualization based on psychosocial maturation (Greenberger et al., 

1975; Staudinger & Kunzmann, 2005) and self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2008; 

Ryan et al., 2008). Individuals with high digital maturity strive for personal growth, by using 

digital devices as tools and making mature task choices. They achieve social adjustment by 

engaging with others online in beneficial ways, and satisfy their needs in order to achieve 

positive well-being.  

Relying on digital maturity to understand how young people use the digital world 

adds new depth to the discussion of digital technologies, going beyond a fragmented 

understanding which focuses only on singular aspects like screen time or specific use 

behaviors (Bohnert & Gracia, 2021; Frison & Eggermont, 2015; Orben, 2020). Digital 

maturity provides a holistic understanding of who can use the opportunities of the digital 

world and avoid its risks, across varying platforms or functionalities. As a higher-order 

theory of digital technology use for personal growth and social integration, it provides a 

theoretical framework to test new ideas how digital maturity relates to digital device use. As 

digital maturity addresses a variety of aspects such as social interactions online or 

autonomous use, it can predict outcomes better than digital literacy alone. For example, 

replacing digital maturity with digital literacy in Article IV, the effect of high expectations on 

task choice disappears, supporting that digital maturity captures capabilities beyond digital 

literacy which influence behavior. Also, while we find moderate relations of digital maturity 

to screen time, the digital maturity framework enables the research focus to move away from 
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a reductionist view of how much young people use digital devices towards a more nuanced 

understanding of use behavior. My dissertation made a first step in this direction, testing how 

digital maturity relates to several antecedents, outcomes, and behavioral choice, supporting 

the utility of the digital maturity construct for understanding beneficial use behavior across 

applications and situations. 

Across all articles, the findings provided support for the postulated assumptions how 

digital maturity enables beneficial use behavior. First, digital maturity related positively to 

instrumental device use, suggesting that young people with higher digital maturity rather use 

digital devices as tools for self-determined use. Moreover, with higher digital maturity, young 

people showed higher need satisfaction and well-being. Second, the studies supported that 

digital maturity relates to online and offline benefits as the well-being and social 

connectedness measures were not specific to the digital world, but general. Third, with high 

digital maturity, individuals exhibited mature reactions in demanding environments, showing 

less susceptibility to high expectations. Overall, the studies which I presented investigated 

several specific aspects of digital device use, which support these general assumptions of how 

digital maturity interacts with digital technology use.  

Strengths, Limitations and Future Research 

The topic of digital technologies is omnipresent in society, with the risks of digital 

devices often dominating discussions. One strength of this dissertation is that it addresses this 

topic of high societal relevance. In doing so, the aim is to move the discussion away from 

only the risks of digital devices, and also focus on the opportunities and how these can be 

leveraged. By pointing to antecedents of digital maturity and showing that high digital 

maturity indeed relates to beneficial outcomes of digital device use, potential ways forward 

are suggested.  
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As another strength, all studies of this dissertation were conducted with high 

methodological rigor. Due to the use of correlational survey studies in most of the articles, 

common method bias was a concern (Podsakoff et al., 2003; Tehseen et al., 2017). In order to 

address this issue, we tested for common method bias in several studies (Podsakoff & Organ, 

1986) and used both parent and adolescent report in Article II and III to validate the findings. 

Moreover, Articles I, II and III used average variance extracted analyses, which supported 

discriminant validity (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). The variance in correlations between 

constructs and the null-correlations (e.g., between adolescent-reported active use and digital 

maturity in Article III) also suggested that common method bias did not cause the findings. 

Moreover, the studies relied on large samples from several countries, showing the relevance 

of the findings for young people across Europe.  

One limitation of this dissertation is the lack of longitudinal research regarding the 

development of digital maturity. The findings provide indications regarding antecedents that 

relate to higher digital maturity, relying on cross-sectional data. In order to understand the 

developmental process of digital maturity better, a first step would be to investigate the 

influence of SES, parental mediation and personality factors on digital maturity at a later 

point in time. A longitudinal study could provide some temporal insights into factors that 

precede digital maturity changes, although it still cannot enable causal conclusions about 

factors affecting digital maturity.  

The question of causality is an important consideration in this dissertation. Most of the 

studies were correlational, complemented by the experiment on task choice (Article IV). 

However, the experiment also did not show a causal effect of digital maturity directly, but 

included it as a moderator. Hence, the causality and directionality of the presented relations is 

not clear. For example, it is not certain whether digital maturity enables higher well-being, or 

whether individuals with higher well-being also develop higher digital maturity. Digital 
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maturity is a very broad and stable construct, which is difficult to manipulate. Due to its 

many dimensions, it cannot easily be manipulated and interventions will not be able to 

address all dimensions simultaneously. Hence, experimentally investigating digital maturity 

is complex. However, network analyses have shown that some digital maturity dimensions 

(e.g., Digital Risk Awareness, Respect Towards Others in Digital Contexts, Regulation of 

Impulses in Digital Contexts and Regulation of Negative Emotions in Digital Contexts) 

cluster more closely together than others (e.g., Digital Citizenship; Hofmans et al., 2024). 

Interventions could thus aim to address such clusters in order to have a relatively broad effect 

across several digital maturity dimensions.  

Causality or directionality of effects also remains an issue in the mediation analyses. 

Due to the correlational nature of the data, it is not possible to rule out alternative models that 

could explain the relations between the variables. However, the proposed mediational 

mechanisms were devised based on strong theoretical reasoning, as recommended by Fiedler 

et al. (2018). All articles based the hypothesized mediation models on previous findings, such 

as the relation of need satisfaction and frustration to well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2000, 2008; 

Ryan et al., 2008), or the relation of parental mediation to young people’s device use 

(Cricchio et al., 2022; Duerager & Livingstone, 2012; Steinfeld, 2021). Moreover, in Article 

III we tested several potential mediators of the relation between digital maturity and social 

connectedness, thus considering alternative mediators (Fiedler et al., 2018). In order to 

establish causality, mediators such as how young people engage with others online, could be 

experimentally manipulated in a next step (Spencer et al., 2005). Testing the mediation 

relations experimentally would establish causality and provide strong support for the 

presented models.   

The difficulty of establishing causal relations between digital technology use and 

psychological outcomes is a general problem in the field, due to the complexity of the digital 
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environment. There is a seemingly indefinite range of potential influencing factors, from 

aspects of the social media environment, like the way platforms are designed, to behavioral, 

cognitive and neurobiological mechanisms (for a review, see Orben et al., 2024). Research 

established correlational trends over time, like relations of screen time and well-being (Orben 

& Przybylski, 2019; Przybylski & Weinstein, 2017), but these only show small effect sizes 

and can be confounded with other events. While findings are often not yet conclusive, for 

instance regarding the relation of social media to mental health, public recommendations and 

interventions are already required (Orben et al., 2024; Thorp, 2024). Based on this issue, calls 

for ‘fast science’ have been made, suggesting to go into the field and test interventions more 

quickly in order to keep up with the pace of digital technology adoption (Stegenga, 2024).   

To establish causation, interventions could focus on strengthening specific clusters of 

digital maturity dimensions and measure the effect on outcomes such as social connectedness 

and well-being. Active parental mediation might provide a potential point for intervention, as 

such active support and guidance relates to higher digital maturity. As mentioned previously, 

longitudinal designs could be applied for a better understanding of digital maturity 

development. Such longitudinal designs could incorporate interventions to enhance active 

parental mediation and capture how these relate to young people’s digital maturity at a later 

time. Moreover, in order to understand the impact of digital maturity on behavior better, it 

will be promising to further follow up on the findings of the experiment in Article IV. We 

argued that with higher digital maturity, individuals will interpret a demanding situation as an 

opportunity rather than a threat. The experiment supported that with higher digital maturity, 

individuals’ choice was not affected by the demands of the situation. Further investigating the 

mechanisms behind these results and individuals’ interpretation of the situation will shed 

light on how digital maturity influences behavior.  
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Lastly, the focus of this dissertation was on the antecedents and outcomes of digital 

maturity as an overall score. However, digital maturity was conceptualized as a toolbox of 

several dimensions, which can develop individually (e.g., increase or decrease independently 

from each other; Laaber et al., 2023). In the supplemental analyses, Article III already tested 

the effect of the single digital maturity dimensions on social connectedness in the mediation 

model. As expected, the dimensions each drove the effect via one or both mediators but the 

relations to the outcome variable were not uniform across dimensions. Hence, the influence 

of specific dimensions should be explored further, as not all dimensions should always be 

expected to significantly contribute to use behavior across situations.  

Overall, digital maturity provides a basis to now expand the theory and postulate 

theoretical models of how individuals with varying levels of digital maturity interact with the 

digital world. Further research will be required to understand these mechanisms of mature use 

in more detail. For example, it would be interesting to explore how individuals with high 

digital maturity engage in social comparisons online. Social comparison on social media has 

been identified as a potentially maladaptive use behavior with negative consequences like 

envy (Appel et al., 2016; Crusius & Lange, 2014; Diel et al., 2024; Fagundes et al., 2020; 

Verduyn et al., 2020). I argue that with higher digital maturity, individuals should act in a 

more self-determined way and be less prone to engage in maladaptive social comparisons. 

They should rather engage in comparisons of opinion, in order to learn from others, but avoid 

comparisons of ability, which could affect them negatively (Festinger, 1954). These and other 

theoretical models derived from the digital maturity framework can be systematically tested 

in the future, for a more holistic picture of mature digital device use and what it entails. 

Practical Implications 

How a positive use of digital technologies, especially by young people, can be 

achieved is a big societal question, which no clear answers have been presented to yet. 
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Digital maturity theory provides an important contribution as it outlines relevant abilities and 

attitudes which can help in order to benefit rather than suffer from digital device use. The 

dimensions of digital maturity can serve as a starting point for educators, policy-makers and 

parents to foster important skills for a beneficial engagement with the digital world.  

Digital maturity can be used to identify differences in young people’s ability to 

engage with digital technologies in beneficial ways. Potential risk groups can be identified 

and specifically addressed. The research very clearly shows that digital maturity is associated 

with a range of beneficial constructs like higher well-being and social connectedness. Hence, 

measuring digital maturity can be a useful indicator for the risk of potential negative 

outcomes of digital technology use. As suggested by the findings of Article I, especially 

young people with low socioeconomic backgrounds or who receive little active support from 

parents are potentially at risk to have low digital maturity, which also corresponds to previous 

research on the relation of low SES and maladaptive digital device use (Faltýnková et al., 

2020; Mascheroni & Ólafsson, 2015). Using the digital maturity inventory, specific 

weaknesses can be identified and at-risk groups could then specifically be addressed and 

taught relevant skills like how to best interact with others online, regulate their emotions, or 

be aware of risks. Interventions could address parents, encouraging them to engage actively 

with their child’s device use and explain how to effectively navigate the digital world. 

However, when parents lack required technological skills and understanding, this might be 

difficult (Bakó & Tőkés, 2018; Sohr-Preston et al., 2013). Alternatively, interventions could 

take the form of programs substituting active parental mediation, providing young people 

with necessary guidance and co-use possibilities through other sources, such as youth centers 

or summer programs.  

In the educational setting, adolescents’ current digital maturity level can be measured, 

and teachers can be guided by the digital maturity dimensions to develop educational material 
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to address weaknesses. In the future, it will be crucial to collaborate with teachers in order to 

combine research and pedagogical expertise and develop materials to strengthen digital 

maturity. This is an essential step, as it is still unclear how digital maturity can be fostered, 

and the art of developing effective pedagogical programs goes beyond pure psychological 

research. In our project “BeWEEN – Be Well and Green When Digital” we already made a 

first step in this direction by developing several class exercises in collaboration with teachers, 

which aimed to strengthen digital maturity dimensions, such as emotion regulation or 

regulation of impulses. Further projects like this will be required in order to reap practical 

applications from the digital maturity concept.  

However, while it is important to empower young people in their positive use of 

digital technologies, it is essential not to place all responsibility for beneficial use behavior 

with them. The question of companies’ and policy-makers’ responsibility to protect young 

people has recently been raised again with Australia’s ban of social media (Ritchie, 2024). 

Big technology and social media companies are purposely designing their applications, 

games and platforms in ways which undermine autonomous and self-determined use 

(Kozyreva et al., 2020). Online choice architectures are purposely designed against the 

interest of the user, in the interest of the company (Cara, 2020). It is a lot to ask of young 

people to defend themselves against these mechanisms. As discussed throughout this 

dissertation, digital environments can be positive or negative, enabling both need satisfaction 

and need frustration (Peng et al., 2012; Przybylski et al., 2009, 2010). Hence, the responsible 

companies should design platforms in ways which enable positive mechanisms of digital 

technology use, facilitating self-determined use behavior. This dissertation has identified 

several mechanisms which relate to positive use behavior outcomes: instrumental device use, 

need satisfaction, engaging with real-life friends online, holding compassionate goals for 

others. Platforms and applications should emphasize ways of using the digital environment 
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which focus on such mechanisms. This way, positive outcomes of digital device use might 

also be achieved by individuals with low digital maturity, as they are supported by the 

environment to engage with digital devices in beneficial ways despite lacking digital 

maturity. 

Conclusion 

In my dissertation, I set out to investigate antecedents and outcomes of digital 

maturity, in order to examine the positive use of digital technologies. The articles of this 

dissertation contribute to the theoretical advancement of digital maturity theory and provide 

insights how digital maturity develops and relates to the engagement with the digital world. 

The results identify important environmental and intraindividual antecedents of digital 

maturity, and support that digital maturity enables a self-determined use of digital 

technologies as tools for positive outcomes across offline and online domains, and mature 

reactions in demanding situations. As a holistic concept of abilities and attitudes which 

enable a positive use of digital devices, digital maturity theory can guide researchers, 

educators and policy-makers in identifying at-risk groups and enabling a positive digital 

technology use. Overall, digital maturity can aid a more general understanding of who can 

successfully make use of the opportunities of the digital world, while avoiding its risks.  
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Article II 

Laaber, F., Koch, T., Hubert, M., & Florack, A. (2024). Young people’s digital 

maturity relates to different forms of well-being through basic psychological need satisfaction 

and frustration. Computers in Human Behavior, 152, 108077. 
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Digital Maturity and Task Choice 2 

Abstract 

Recent trends suggest that individuals increasingly prefer easy and meaningless jobs over 

more challenging but meaningful activities. We argue that this tendency occurs due to high 

difficulty and high expectation situations, leading individuals to focus on easy tasks to avoid 

negative self-evaluation. However, we expect that whether such challenging situations are 

viewed as a threat to self-evaluation depends on individuals’ digital maturity, which 

incorporates competencies to master challenges and act in a self-determined way. In an online 

experiment, we found that after completing Raven matrices under high expectation 

conditions, individuals with low digital maturity were significantly more likely to 

subsequently choose an easy and meaningless task over a difficult and meaningful task, than 

under low expectations. Individuals with high digital maturity were not affected in their task 

choice. Difficulty levels did not affect task choice. The study indicates that high expectations 

are influential regarding the preference for easy and meaningless jobs over more meaningful 

but difficult jobs, and points to influential individual differences in how high expectations are 

appraised.  

 Keywords: digital maturity, meaningful work, job preferences, expectations, difficulty  
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Digital Maturity Reduces the Effect of Expectations on Task Choice:  

An Experimental Study 

Based on the findings of applied psychology, leaders in organizations often put a lot 

of effort into creating challenging and meaningful work. They try to align work with intrinsic 

goals and aim to make tasks challenging to create an experience of meaningfulness and 

engagement (Lysova et al., 2019). The attempt to create meaningful work is consistent with 

self-determination theory, which argues that individuals have an innate need for personal 

development and are inherently motivated to grow, learn, and adapt (Deci & Ryan, 2000, 

2008). Challenges and difficulties are not just seen as obstacles, but as nutrients that enable 

the experience of mastery and control. In contrast, focusing on extrinsic rewards, such as 

money, undermines these basic human needs (Deci & Ryan, 2000).  

Given these basic tenets of self-determination theory, it is surprising that individuals 

seem less and less willing to expose themselves to challenging but meaningful tasks. Instead, 

many people seem to prefer meaningless jobs with high salaries. In eight studies with more 

than 4000 participants, Ward (2024) found that most participants prioritize salary over 

meaningfulness in jobs. Moreover, recent trends in social media focus on the benefits of easy, 

meaningless jobs (Lobe, 2023; Oladele, 2023), and young people report to prefer jobs which 

pay enough but do not require too much effort (Twenge, 2017).  

One explanation for this trend could be that individuals seek meaning outside of work 

(Ward, 2024). However, given that people still spend a large portion of their lives at work, 

the question remains whether other processes also contribute to this avoidance of challenges 

at work. One possibility is that the prevalence of high expectations and difficult tasks may 

drive avoidance. High expectations and difficult tasks may lead individuals to view 

themselves as objects of evaluation, and the resulting awareness of discrepancies between 

their actual self and societal norms may trigger negative affect (Duval & Lalwani, 1999; 
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Moskalenko & Heine, 2003; Wicklund, 1975). Such experiences could discourage 

individuals from engaging in future challenging tasks in order to avoid self-evaluation. In the 

present research, we therefore investigated whether confronting individuals with high 

expectations and task difficulties in one context might influence their subsequent preferences 

between easy, meaningless and difficult but meaningful tasks in another context. 

Our idea was inspired by research showing that many young people today feel that 

expectations for them are rising (Twenge, 2017). Moreover, social media platforms often 

provide a distorted view of reality, with users portraying idealized self-images of themselves 

and their success (de Lenne et al., 2020; Mills et al., 2022; Oliver et al., 2024), creating 

unrealistic comparisons for others. Therefore, we hypothesized that a general capacity for 

self-determination in the digital world, where individuals are constantly exposed to biased 

information and more frequent social comparisons than in their offline lives, might moderate 

the effects of high expectations and task difficulty.  

To measure the ability to remain self-determined in a digital world, we relied on the 

concept of digital maturity (Laaber et al., 2023). This concept is derived from self-

determination theory and includes the ability to use the opportunities of the digital world for 

psychological growth. We assume that individuals with high digital maturity are less affected 

by the negative influence of high expectations and task difficulty because they experience a 

non-evaluative self-awareness: Rather than focusing on self-discrepancies as a threatening 

evaluation of themselves, it helps them to self-regulate their behavior and they see it as an 

opportunity for development. Hence, these processes related to the capacity for digital 

maturity should affect how individuals perceive a challenging task: Less as a social threat and 

more as a nutrient to experience mastery and growth. 
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1 Theoretical Background 

1.1 The Preference for Meaningless Tasks   

A focus on easy and meaningless tasks avoids falling short of high expectations and 

demands. When being confronted with difficult situations or high expectations, individuals’ 

attention is drawn to their own performance and ought expectations for themselves 

(Wicklund, 1975). This increased focus on oneself enables the engagement in self-regulatory 

processes to amend the situation (Silvia & Phillips, 2013). Self-awareness theory states that a 

focus on the self will emphasize personal shortcomings, resulting in negative self-feelings 

and the desire to avoid this situation or reduce discrepancies: When individuals experience 

high self-awareness, they will engage in self-evaluation (Duval et al., 1992; Yilmaz, 2022). 

Linking to self-discrepancy theory, individuals then compare their actual self to the ought 

self, norms and expectations they should adhere to (Higgins, 1987, 1989). Mostly, such 

comparison will result in perceived discrepancies, which is uncomfortable and leads to 

negative self-feelings (Duval & Lalwani, 1999; Moskalenko & Heine, 2003; Wicklund, 

1975). Hence, engaging with difficult tasks and high expectations can lead to perceiving self-

discrepancies which individuals might tend to avoid, despite a task feeling meaningful to 

them.  

When experiencing self-discrepancies, individuals either want to avoid this state of 

self-awareness, or reduce the discrepancy by aligning the actual self closer with standards, if 

possible (Csikszentmihalyi & Figurski, 1982; Duval & Lalwani, 1999; Wicklund, 1979). For 

instance, Moskalenko and Heine (2003) found that when individuals received negative 

performance feedback compared to the average performance, they then watched TV for 

longer, which let them direct awareness away from oneself. Hence, after negative 

performance feedback which showed self-discrepancies to the ought performance level, 

individuals rather wanted to avoid self-focus. However, if individuals perceive a high 
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likelihood to meet standards, they will work to reduce self-discrepancies (Duval et al., 1992; 

Wicklund, 1975). Adjusting behavior to deal with a difficult task or high expectations can 

eliminate negative affect (Wicklund, 1975). Thus, when experiencing high difficulty or high 

expectations situations, individuals will focus on their self-discrepancies and can either 

regulate their behavior to avoid the situation (e.g., stop an activity), or reduce the discrepancy 

(e.g., mobilize resources to improve performance).  

Therefore, we expect that when individuals are confronted with high difficulty or high 

expectations situations, this will lead to a heightened focus on the self, making individuals 

aware of their discrepancies to these standards. They will then be motivated to reduce the 

discrepancy in order to meet standards, or reduce their focus on the self. Hence, they might 

be more likely to prefer easy, albeit more meaningless tasks over more difficult but 

meaningful tasks, because the easy task lets them avoid self-focus and having to experience 

self-discrepancies. Their choice of an easy task can thus be seen as a means of regulating 

one's behavior to reduce uncomfortable self-awareness. 

We therefore postulated the following hypotheses:  

H1: Individuals will rather choose an easy and meaningless subsequent task after 

completing a difficult task compared to an easy task.  

H2: Individuals will rather choose an easy and meaningless subsequent task after 

completing a task with high expectations compared to low expectations. 

Importantly, whether individuals decide to reduce discrepancies or avoid a situation 

will depend on their evaluation of the self-discrepancy (Csikszentmihalyi & Figurski, 1982; 

Duval & Lalwani, 1999; Wicklund, 1979). We argue that when individuals interpret self-

discrepancies as a threat to their self-evaluation, avoidance – and hence a focus on easily 

fulfilled yet meaningless tasks – is likely. However, when self-discrepancies are interpreted 

as performance feedback which is an opportunity for personal growth, then individuals will 
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be more likely to engage in difficult and meaningful tasks despite discrepancies. We expect 

that whether individuals see difficulty and expectations as an opportunity for mastery or a 

threat relates to their digital maturity levels. 

1.2 Maturely Navigating High Demands 

Especially the digital world is prone to portray high expectations and accomplishments 

which are difficult to achieve, due to the idealized and distorted view of reality displayed 

therein (de Lenne et al., 2020, 2022; Kasperiuniene & Zydziunaite, 2019; Mills et al., 2022). 

For example, viewing idealized LinkedIn posts was shown to lead to higher negative self-

discrepancies regarding career success, compared to viewing neutral LinkedIn posts (Oliver 

et al., 2024). Hence, it is crucial that individuals navigate such an environment in an 

autonomous and self-determined way, using it for their personal benefit and as an opportunity 

for growth, but not being threatened by biased comparisons.   

We expect that digital maturity will attenuate the effect of high difficulty and high 

expectation situations on task choice, as digital maturity includes the competence to master 

challenges in digital contexts with a high level of self-determination. Digital maturity is 

defined as “capabilities and attitudes which enable individuals to use digital technologies in 

ways which support individual development and integration into society” (Laaber et al., 

2023, p. 2). It is a holistic concept regarding individuals’ use of digital technologies, 

theoretically grounded in psychosocial maturation principles and self-determination theory 

(Bleidorn, 2015; Deci & Ryan, 2000; Greenberger et al., 1975). With high digital maturity, 

individuals are capable of using digital opportunities in ways which support their personal 

growth and social adjustment (Staudinger & Kunzmann, 2005), and satisfy their 

psychological needs for autonomy, competence and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Laaber 

et al., 2023, 2024). 
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Digital maturity encompasses several abilities and attitudes addressing the challenges 

of the digital world (Laaber et al., 2023), including the ability to make self-determined 

choices, and using digital opportunities for personal growth. Laaber et al. (2024) showed that 

with higher digital maturity, individuals are more likely to experience psychological richness 

(Oishi et al., 2021), suggesting that they more often expose themselves to demanding, yet 

valuable situations. Hence, individuals with high digital maturity might seek out 

opportunities for personal growth online, like learning a new skill, and find these activities 

rewarding. Such situations might come with difficulties and experiences of failure, but can 

enable growth and mastery experiences. We argue that with high digital maturity, individuals 

see negative experiences as feedback for improvement rather than a threat to their self. 

Moreover, as they seem more prone to expose themselves to psychologically rich 

experiences, they will have learned that negative experiences can still lead to positive 

outcomes. On the other hand, individuals with low digital maturity might only focus on quick 

and easy rewards which can easily be achieved online, and will not learn to see a challenging 

task as rewarding, but see it as a threat. Thus, with high digital maturity, individuals should 

be more inclined to persevere with difficult yet meaningful tasks, rather than perceiving 

difficulty and expectations as a threat causing uncomfortable states of self-awareness.  

Hence, we assumed that digital maturity can moderate the effect of high difficulty and 

high expectation on task choice:  

H3: The predicted effect of task difficulty (H1) will be reduced with increasing digital 

maturity.  

H4: The predicted effect of expectation (H2) will be reduced with increasing digital 

maturity.  

In the present study, we transferred the assumptions discussed above to the laboratory 

setting to test them empirically. We manipulated the expectation (high vs. low) and difficulty 
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(high vs. low) of an experimental task, and tested whether this affects if individuals engage in 

an easy and meaningless or difficult and meaningful subsequent task. Importantly, we 

expected the difficulty and expectation manipulations to affect choice of a subsequent task, 

which is not itself subject to high expectations. This would show that the increased self-

discrepancy experienced then affects subsequent behavior on other tasks.   

2 The Present Study 

The main question investigated in this study is the influence of high difficulty and 

high expectation situations on individuals’ subsequent task choice. We assume that when 

experiencing high task difficulty and high expectations of fulfillment, individuals will be 

more inclined to subsequently prefer an easy and meaningless task over a difficult but 

meaningful task. We expect this to occur because high difficulty and expectations pose a 

threat to individuals’ self-evaluation, as they draw one’s awareness to discrepancies between 

one’s performance and standards. However, we expect that with high digital maturity, 

individuals are less prone to view high difficulty and expectation as a threat, but as an 

opportunity for development. They should thus be more likely to engage with meaningful yet 

difficult tasks. Hence, we independently manipulate both task difficulty and expectation in a 

2x2 design and measure individual’s digital maturity, to test the effect on subsequent task 

choice. The study obtained ethics approval from the Departmental Review Board of the 

Department of Occupational, Economic, and Social Psychology at the University of Vienna 

(reference number 2024/S/013). 

3 Method 

3.1 Design  

The study was designed as an online experiment. First, participants completed survey 

measures, then they were forwarded to the experiment. Participants had to complete five 

Raven matrices (Kratzmeier & Horn, 1987) for which they were randomly assigned to one of 
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four conditions in the 2 (high vs. low difficulty) x 2 (high vs. low expectation) design. Hence, 

participants experienced a situation of high vs. low expectations crossed with high vs. low 

difficulty. Then, participants had to complete a subsequent task for which they could choose 

between an easy and meaningless and a difficult and meaningful task.  

3.2 Participants 

Participants aged 18 years or older and living in Germany were recruited to participate 

in the online experiment using Prolific. Participants who did not use a macOS or Windows 

computer to answer the study were screened out for technical reasons. Assuming a small to 

medium effect size, we aimed for a minimum sample size of 277, to achieve 80% power. The 

final sample consisted of 305 participants, with a mean age of 31.43 (SD = 9.45), 32.5% 

female, 65.9% male, 1.3% non-binary/third gender, 0.3% preferred not to disclose.  

3.3 Measures 

Digital maturity. The Digital Maturity Inventory was used (DIMI, Laaber et al., 

2023), which measures the 10 dimensions of digital maturity using 32 items, on 5-point 

scales from not at all true of me (1) to very true of me (5) for the digital literacy dimension, 

and never (1) to always (5) for the other dimensions. Example items include “When using a 

mobile device, I have the feeling that it is controlling my life” (autonomous choice to use 

mobile devices, reverse coded), “When using a mobile device, I decide what I do” (autonomy 

within digital contexts), “When using a mobile device, I learn something useful” (individual 

growth in digital contexts) (Cronbach’s a = .776; for a per dimension see Appendix A). 

Preference for the easy task. Participants were asked which task they preferred to 

work on, measured on a slider from 0 (prefer finance text) to 100 (prefer visual search). 

Financial knowledge. Participants were asked how much they have engaged with such 

financial topics until now, on a scale from 1 (very little) to 5 (very much). 
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3.4 Procedure  

Participants first provided informed consent, completed socio-demographic questions 

and the Digital Maturity Inventory. Then, participants were forwarded to the online 

experiment using Inquisit 6. Therein, participants were initially presented with two easy 

Raven matrices (Kratzmeier & Horn, 1987) to solve. They were then informed that the next 

matrices had been adapted to their performance on the initial matrices, so that they should get 

2 out of 10 (low expectation condition) or 8 out of 10 (high expectation condition) correct on 

average. The following three matrices were either easy (low difficulty condition) or difficult 

(high difficulty condition). The expectation conditions and difficulty conditions were 

randomly allocated. After completing the three matrices, participants received overall 

performance feedback (out of 25 points, 5 points per correctly solved matrix). Next, 

participants were given a choice between two subsequent tasks: a visual search task or 

reading a text about financial knowledge. Participants were informed that they could freely 

choose which task to do as both were valuable to research, and that they would have the 

possibility to switch between tasks. The visual search task was a very easy and meaningless 

task, where individuals repeatedly had to identify the differently colored square out of a 4x4 

matrix of squares. In contrast, the reading task was more difficult, but also meaningful, as 

participants were required to read a text about inflation and investment, rating their 

understanding of the text. The societal and personal relevance of this topic was emphasized in 

the task description. The matrices and the financial text were pre-tested (see Appendix B). 

For the detailed instructions, refer to Appendix C.  

Every two minutes participants could choose between the tasks again, giving them the 

choice to either continue with the task they were working on or switching task. Overall, this 

second part took six minutes and participants chose between the tasks three times (initial 

choice, 2 further choices). After six minutes, the task ended irrespective of how much of the 
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text participants had read or how many visual searches they had completed (detailed study 

materials are provided on 

https://osf.io/sfvz5/?view_only=0a9bcde522624dd685da00b78386ed42). Participants then 

rated their task preference and financial knowledge, and were debriefed. 

3.5 Analysis Method  

The relationships between the relevant constructs were initially investigated using 

correlations. It was preregistered that the hypotheses would be tested using a two-way 

ANOVA in SPSS, with difficulty and expectation as the independent variables, and the sum 

of choices for the easy task and the preference for the easy task as the dependent variables 

(https://aspredicted.org/YHY_GWX). However, both dependent variables and the ANOVA 

standardized residuals were not normally distributed. Therefore, for the behavioral choice 

between the two tasks we instead used a generalized linear mixed model of the three binary 

choices, predicted by difficulty, expectation and digital maturity. The ANOVA results and all 

further pre-registered analyses can be found in the Online Appendices on OSF, along with the 

data (https://osf.io/sfvz5/?view_only=0a9bcde522624dd685da00b78386ed42).  

4 Results 

4.1 Preliminary Analysis  

Correlations of the relevant constructs are shown in Table 1. As would be expected, 

the difficulty of the matrices correlated negatively with the score participants obtained in the 

matrices task. There was a significant difference in scores between the low difficulty group 

(M = 20.38, SD = 6.90) and the high difficulty group (M = 14.62, SD = 7.73), t(303) = 6.87,  

p < .001, Cohen’s d = .79. Digital maturity did not correlate with the score. The number of 

times participants chose the easy visual search task highly correlated with their preference for 

the easy task. Moreover, financial knowledge correlated negatively with the choice of and 
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preference for the easy task. Hence, with higher financial knowledge participants rather chose 

and preferred the difficult financial reading task. 
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4.2 Hypothesis Testing  

The hypotheses were tested using a generalized linear mixed model of the three binary 

choices between the two tasks, predicted by difficulty, expectation and digital maturity. The 

results showed a significant interaction effect of expectation with digital maturity (b = -.766, 

p = .006). In contrast, the hypothesized interaction of difficulty with digital maturity was not 

significant (b = .072, p = .796). Moreover, neither the hypothesized effect of difficulty on 

task choice (b = -.303, p = .422), nor the hypothesized effect of expectation on task choice (b 

= .130, p = .718) were significant. The effects are presented in Table 3.  

Table 3 

Generalized Linear Mixed Model Predicting the Choice for the Easy Task (3 Trials) 

 Choices for the easy task 

Antecedent b SE p 95% CI 

Difficulty -.303 .377 .422 [-1.012, 0.412] 

Expectation .130 .362 .718 [-0.560, 0.813] 

Digital maturity .614 .235 .009 [0.156, 1.077] 

Difficulty x expectation .153 .525 .770 [-0.851, 1.173] 

Difficulty x digital maturity .072 .276 .796 [-0.457, 0.601] 

Expectation x digital maturity -.766 .277 .006 [-1.309, -0.239] 

Intercept .028 .241 .908 [-0.450, 0.488] 
Note. N = 305. 95% CI were created using 5000 bootstrap samples.  

To examine the significant interaction between expectation and digital maturity, we 

conducted contrasts at low (- 1 SD), medium (mean) and high (+ 1 SD) digital maturity per 

expectation condition. We expected that the effect of the expectation condition will be 

reduced at higher digital maturity levels, as individuals with high digital maturity are not 

threatened by high expectations. Indeed, comparing the expectation conditions at low, 

medium and high digital maturity, individuals with low digital maturity were less likely to 
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choose the easy task under low expectations than high expectations (p = .012). There were no 

differences between expectation conditions at medium (p = .430) or high digital maturity  

(p = .137). Table 4 shows the probability of choosing the easy task at each level. Figure 1 

displays the effects. 

Table 4 

 Choices for the easy task 

Low digital maturity  probability SE 95% CI 

      High expectation .550 .063 [.426, .668] 

      Low expectation .316 .064 [.206, .451] 

Medium digital maturity    

      High expectation .521 .046 [.432, .609] 

      Low expectation .469 .047 [.379, .561] 

High digital maturity    

      High expectation .492 .067 [.365, .620] 

      Low expectation  .629 .062 [.501, .740] 
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Figure 1 

Estimated Marginal Means of the Probability to Choose the Easy Task Predicted by Digital 

Maturity and Expectation Condition  

 

Note. Expectation coded as 0 = low expectation, 1 = high expectation. 

Hence, with low digital maturity participants were more likely to choose the difficult 

task when they had experienced low expectations. After high expectations, they chose the 

easy task at a similar rate like participants with medium and high digital maturity. There were 

no differences due to low or high expectation at medium or high digital maturity levels. With 

medium and high digital maturity, participants were not affected by the expectation 

condition, while with low digital maturity individuals were sensitive to the expectation.  

5 Discussion 

The aim of this study was to test the effect of high difficulty and high expectations on 

individuals’ preference for an easy and meaningless task over a difficult and meaningful task. 

Moreover, we assumed that with increasing digital maturity individuals would be less 

affected by high difficulty and expectations, because they perceive challenging situations not 

0.25

0.50

0.75

1.00

−2 −1 0 1 2 3
Digital Maturity (standardized)

Pr
ed

ic
te

d 
Pr

ob
ab

ilit
y 

to
 C

ho
os

e 
Ea

sy
 T

as
k

Expectation Condition 0 1

 



 143 

Digital Maturity and Task Choice 18 

as a threat but as an opportunity to grow. The results support that the effect of high vs. low 

expectations on task preference depend on individuals’ digital maturity level as expected. 

Contrary to expectations, high vs. low difficulty did not affect subsequent task choice.  

While individuals with medium and high digital maturity were not affected by the 

expectation manipulation, individuals with low digital maturity were susceptible to 

expectation effects. After having experienced low expectations, they were significantly more 

likely to engage with the difficult and meaningful task than after having experienced high 

expectations. These results support that after high expectations, individuals with low digital 

maturity prefer to engage in an easy and meaningless task, suggesting a preference to avoid a 

potential threat to self-evaluation. The finding is in line with research on self-awareness, 

stating that individuals will strive to avoid situations which make them aware of self-

discrepancies to standards (Duval & Lalwani, 1999; Moskalenko & Heine, 2003; Wicklund, 

1975). It emphasizes the importance of societal standards or expectations for self-awareness 

and self-evaluation, as setting a simple standard of how many matrices individuals were 

expected to solve still influenced their choice of a subsequent, unrelated task. This continued 

effect across tasks shows the persevering influence of self-evaluation on other activities.  

Moreover, the study supports that the preference for the easy and meaningless task is 

moderated by digital maturity, which captures the competence to master challenges and use 

digital opportunities for personal growth (Laaber et al., 2023, 2024). As expected, it seems 

that with higher digital maturity, individuals are not threatened by high expectations and thus 

not impacted in their task choice. This corresponds to previous research which showed a 

positive relation of digital maturity to psychological richness (Laaber et al., 2024), suggesting 

that with higher digital maturity individuals rather expose themselves to complex situations, 

which can be positive and negative and overall enriching (Oishi et al., 2021). However, with 

low digital maturity, individuals were significantly affected by the set expectations. The 
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results support the assumption that with low digital maturity, individuals felt threatened by 

high expectations, thus rather avoiding the difficult and meaningful task.  

Contrary to the hypotheses, high difficulty did not impact subsequent task choice. 

This was unexpected as the easy matrices should have posed no threat to self-evaluation, 

while the difficult matrices could have posed a threat. Participants’ scores on the matrices 

task show that the difficult condition was in fact more difficult to solve than the easy 

condition, both in the pretest and the main experiment. Hence, the lack of a significant effect 

was not due to the difficulty manipulation. Rather, the results seem to suggest that while 

comparing oneself to expectations triggers self-awareness and threat, and leads to avoidance 

of a subsequent difficult task, experiencing difficulty per se does not. Crucially, this points to 

the potential threats of expectations to self-evaluation exacerbated by the online world, which 

offers constant comparison to the achievements of others, setting expectations of what one 

should strive for and creating negative self-discrepancies (Oliver et al., 2024).  

One core strength of this study is that it experimentally tests the effect of high 

expectations and difficulty on behavior, showing a causal effect of expectations and difficulty 

on subsequent task choice. Moreover, the study is the first to test the influence of digital 

maturity on behavior in an experimental setting, as previous studies have solely tested 

correlational associations of digital maturity to outcomes (Koch et al., 2025; Laaber et al., 

2023, 2024). The generated insights emphasize that high expectations set at the workplace or 

by unrealistic portrayals on social media can lead individuals to avoid challenging situations 

and prefer easy and meaningless activities, in which they experience no threat to their self-

evaluation.  

Moreover, the study contributes to the advancement of digital maturity theory. The 

findings provide interesting insights how digital maturity influences behavior, suggesting 

potential mechanisms how digital maturity can enable a beneficial use of the digital world. 
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The study validates the conceptualization of digital maturity as grounded in self-

determination theory as it suggests that with higher digital maturity individuals act in a more 

self-determined and autonomous way in the face of adversities, such as they are often 

encountered in the digital context. However, while previous research has shown that digital 

maturity goes beyond measures of personality or self-regulation (Koch et al., 2024; Laaber, 

2024; Laaber et al., 2023), we cannot yet fully differentiate the digital maturity concept from 

pure self-determination measures in this study. The relevance of digital maturity in this 

context, as opposed to general self-determination, should become evident when focusing on 

the expectations communicated on social media, as a specifically digital context.  

5.1 Limitations and Future Directions 

Crucially, we propose that individuals with high digital maturity see high expectations 

as an opportunity for development rather than as a threat to their self-evaluation, as an 

explanation why digital maturity moderates the effect of expectations on task choice. 

However, this mechanism is not tested in the present experiment. While it offers a theoretical 

explanation why digital maturity interacts with expectations, empirical validation is still 

required. Potentially, individuals with higher digital maturity might see high expectation 

situations as an opportunity to develop because they feel more capable of overcoming 

challenges and accomplishing their goals, which would also be in line with self-awareness 

research on when individuals choose to avoid a situation or actively reduce self-discrepancies 

(Csikszentmihalyi & Figurski, 1982; Duval & Lalwani, 1999; Wicklund, 1979). Investigating 

these mechanisms would provide additional depth to the understanding of digital maturity 

and behavior in challenging situations. Future studies should aim to test these mechanisms, 

exploring whether individuals with higher digital maturity rather view negative discrepancies 

to expectations or societal standards as feedback and an opportunity to grow, or as a threat to 

the self.  
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Another limitation is that the experiment only tested a very specific task within an 

online setting. While the online experiment allowed causal testing of the effects of interest, 

future research should explore whether similar avoidance of difficult and meaningful tasks 

after having experienced high expectations also persists in more natural settings, such as 

school or the workplace, and how the expectations generated by social media influence task 

choice.  

To conclude, meaningful work is not always appreciated as would be suggested by 

self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Lysova et al., 2019; Ryan et al., 2008). When 

individuals are exposed to high expectations, they might react either with avoidance or 

attempts to improve, depending on individuals’ ability to master challenges in a self-

determined way. The results emphasize that high expectations, as they are often portrayed on 

social media, might fuel the tendency to prefer easy, routine jobs, which are easily 

accomplished yet meaningless.  
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Appendix A – Digital Maturity Dimensions 

Reliability Analysis of the Digital Maturity Dimensions (N = 305) 

Dimension Number of items Cronbach’s a 

Autonomous Choice to Use Mobile Devices 3 .779 

Autonomy Within Digital Contexts 3 .739 

Digital Literacy  3 .714 

Individual Growth in Digital Contexts 3 .787 

Digital Risk Awareness 3 .856 

Support-Seeking Regarding Digital Problems 4 .855 

Regulation of Negative Emotions in Digital 
Contexts 

3 .848 

Regulation of Impulses in Digital Contexts 3 .809 

Respect Towards Others in Digital Contexts 4 .776 

Digital Citizenship 3 .806 

Across all items 32 .776 
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Appendix B - Pre-test of Raven Matrices  

For the pre-test, 37 psychology students completed a test of the matrices in a 

computer lab at the university. Participants average age was 22.30 (SD = 3.83), with a gender 

distribution of 83.8% females, 13.5% males, and 2.7% non-binary / third gender.  

Mirroring the manipulation in the main study, all participants saw the first two easy 

matrices (matrix E3 and E4 from Kratzmeier and Horn, 1987). They were then informed that 

the next matrices had been adapted to their performance on the initial matrices, so that they 

should get 8 out of 10 correct on average. Then participants were randomly allocated to see 

either three easy (E5, E6, E7) or three difficulty matrices (E10, E11, E12). There were 19 

participants in the easy condition and 18 participants in the difficult condition.  

As expected, in the difficult condition participants perceived that they met the 

expectations regarding their performance significantly worse (M = 2.67, SD = 1.41) than in 

the easy condition (M = 4.00, SD = 1.37) on a scale from 1-5, t(35) = 2.91, p = .006, Cohen’s 

d = .957. Similarly, in the difficult condition participants perceived that they met the demands 

of the task significantly worse (M = 2.94, SD = 1.31) than in the easy condition (M = 4.11, 

SD = 1.24) on a scale from 1-5, t(35) = 2.77, p = .009, Cohen’s d = .912. Moreover, in the 

difficult condition participants perceived that the matrices as significantly more exhausting 

(M = 64.28, SD = 19.12) than in the easy condition (M = 27.32, SD = 17.44) on a scale from 

0-100, t(35) = -6.150, p < .001, Cohen’s d = -2.02. Lastly, in the difficult condition 

participants received a significantly lower score (M = 15.00, SD = 7.67) than in the easy 

condition (M = 21.05, SD = 6.79) from 0 to 25 points (5 per correctly solved matrix),  

t(35) = 2.546, p < .015, Cohen’s d = .837. 

The results supported that the two sets of matrices had differential effects on how 

participants perceived their performance and how easy the matrices were to solve.  
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After completing the matrices and evaluating their own performance on them, all 

participants were asked to read the financial text which formed the difficult and meaningful 

task in the main study. Participants reported low liking of the text (M = 39.00, SD = 25.14, on 

a scale from 0-100), but rated it as rather useful (M = 58.92, SD = 24.37, on a scale from 0-

100), that they learned something useful (M = 63.03, SD = 25.62, on a scale from 0-100) and 

learned something new (M = 67.92, SD = 23.02, on a scale from 0-100). Hence, the results 

suggested that the financial text provided a meaningful yet difficult task, as participants 

reported low enjoyment but high utility of engaging with it.  
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Appendix C – Instructions 

First set of two matrices:  

You will see a pattern with a gap on each of the following pages. Choose which of the 

individual pieces below correctly completes the pattern. 

Which piece is just right to complete the pattern? Select the correct number.  

Second set of three matrices: 

Very good! You now have 3 more patterns to solve. 

We have adjusted these to your ability based on your previous performance, so you should 

have an average of 8 (2) out of 10 patterns correct. 

After matrices: 

You have now completed this task. 

You achieved a total of X out of 25 points! 

Instructions subsequent task: 

Now the next part will start.  

You can choose between two possible tasks. Both tasks are important for our research. All 

participants can choose which task they prefer to work on.  

You can also switch between the tasks in between. This part takes 6 minutes in total.  

Task A: This task is about search images. The color perception on the screen is examined at 

different contrasts.  

Task B: This task is about financial understanding. To better understand the handling of 

finances in society, you will see practical help for financial protection against inflation. We 

are interested in your understanding and reasons for your decisions. This is an important topic 

that is particularly relevant for people in your age group. 

Task choice: 

Which task do you want to do? 
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• Task A (search images) 

• Task B (financial understanding) 

 

Example of the Visual Search Task:  

Which shape does not match?  

The numbers in the response options describe the 

squares. The first number describes the column, 

the second number describes the row, starting at 

the top left.  

For example, (1, 3) means the first column and 

the third row.  

 

Participants were then asked to choose the correct one of six sets of coordinates, e.g. (3, 2), 

(2, 2).  

 




