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Defining affordances in social media research: a literature review 

Alexander Ronzhyn, Ana Sofia Cardenal 
and Albert Batlle Rubio 
Open University of Catalonia, Spain 
Abstract 

An increasingly influential strand of research on social media relies on the concept of affordances to 
account for effects. However, hindering the possibility of a unified theory of affordances in social 
media is the conceptual blurring surrounding the concept. This paper engages in a comprehensive 
review of the affordances literature in social media, aiming to provide an overview of the current state 
of the art and clarify the use of the concept. Through a systematic literature review, the characteristics 
of affordances research in social media are uncovered: the most prominent areas of application, 
research approaches and dominant typologies and conceptualisations. Significant blurriness of the 
term “affordance” is identified as well as an inconsistent use in research. To tackle these problems, a 
unified definition of affordances in social media is proposed based on the synthesis of knowledge on 
affordances in technology and social media. The suggested definition captures the core aspects of the 
concept to reduce ambiguity in the use of the concept and further the research on affordances of 
social media. The paper provides the groundwork for future use of affordances theory in social media 
research.  

Keywords: Affordances theory, affordances in social media, literature review 

1. Introduction 
Social media research has boomed in the last decade. Although there is still a long way to go to have 
robust theories of social media effects, one promising and an increasingly influential strand of research 
has focused on the concept and theory of affordances (Bimber and Gil de Zúñiga, 2020; Boyd, 2010; 
Bucher and Helmond, 2017). The theory of affordances was originally introduced by Gibson (1977) in 
the domain of ecology and later applied to product design (Norman, 1988) and technology (Hutchby, 
2001). With the proliferation of social media technology and especially the ubiquity of social network 
sites, the use of the theory of affordances in social media research has increased, with more scholars 
employing the concept of affordances as a useful theoretical lens for the study of the effects of the 
new media on society (see, for example, Vaast et al., 2017; Bimber & Gil de Zúñiga, 2020).  

Affordances theory is already being actively used in the domain of social media and there have been 
some prominent attempts at theorising the role of affordances in social media effects (Majchrzak et 
al, 2013; Treem & Leonardi, 2013). A quick review of the literature reveals however that there is no 
shared use of the affordances concept; nor is there a unified theory of affordances that can help 
illuminate the processes and outcomes associated with the use of social media. A notable attempt at 
creating a shared basis of understanding was made by Evans et al. (2017), who developed the 
threshold criteria for defining affordances in communication research but stopped short of offering a 
definition. Most of the rigorous research dealing with defining and measuring affordances is 
conducted within the broader domain of communication studies (Fox and McEwan, 2017; Rice et al., 
2017). Operationalisations developed for the comparison between communication channels however 
are only of limited use for comparison between platforms. Thus, there is a need for a common 
understanding of affordances in social media that goes beyond the criteria that can tell whether 
something is an affordance or not and can be useful for comparing different social media platforms 
and their effects. 

To tackle some of these research needs, in this paper we engage in a comprehensive literature review 
of affordances in social media with the aim of clarifying the different approaches, conceptualisations, 
and methods of affordances in the literature. Although there have been efforts to systematise 
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knowledge on affordances or the use of the affordances theory in a specific domain (cf. Hollenbaugh, 
2021; Stewart, 2015; Yinan Sun & Suthers, 2021), with the exception of a conference paper that was 
never developed into a full paper (Hafezieh and Eshraghian, 2017), we know of no recent systematic 
literature review undertaken in the domain of social media.  

The objective of this paper is to provide a comprehensive and detailed overview of the research 
conducted on the topic of affordances in social media and to systematise and synthesise the 
knowledge on affordances of social media. Following Carr & Hayes (2015: 54), we define social media 
as Internet-based channels that “allow users to opportunistically interact and selectively self-present, 
either in real-time or asynchronously, with both broad and narrow audiences who derive value from 
user-generated content and the perception of interaction with others”. 

Based on a systematic literature review, which is the chosen method of enquiry, we first provide a 
nuanced understanding of the concept of “affordances” as used in social media research, and identify 
the most used methods, approaches, and conceptualisations. Secondly, based on this understanding, 
we elaborate a useful definition of affordances for the social media domain. Thirdly, we analyse how 
the proposed definition fits some of the affordances that are most commonly associated with social 
media.  

The objective of the paper can be deconstructed into a list of research questions guiding the literature 
analysis and providing a structure for the discussion. These questions were initially outlined by the 
authors based on the preliminary literature review: 

(RQ1) What is the current state of research on affordances in social media? To answer this question 
we review the approaches, research methods and theories used for studying affordances in social 
media, as well as some of their theoretical uncertainties and problems.  

(RQ2) What are the dominant conceptualisations of affordances in relation to social media? What 
understanding of affordances is prevalent in social media research? Are there agreed-upon typologies 
of social media affordances used by most researchers? 

(RQ3) What useful definition of affordances in social media can be formulated based on the theoretical 
developments so far? The definition of affordances we propose here is based on a synthesis of the 
existing literature on both affordances and social media research. The usefulness of the definition is 
illustrated in relation to existing typologies of affordances. Proposing a unified definition that 
integrates but goes beyond the threshold criteria formulated by Evans et al. (2017) as well as providing 
examples to illustrate the potential usefulness of this unified definition are the unique contributions 
of this study.  

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows: section two describes the methodology of 
research and details the coding approach. Section three details the most interesting results of the 
analysis and provides the answers to the first two research questions. In section four, we synthesise 
the findings and develop the definition of affordances in social media and apply this definition to 
commonly used social media affordances. Finally, a closing section summarises the findings and details 
the future avenues for research on the topic. 

2. Methodology 

2.1. Literature review 

The main method used in this research is a systematic literature review as described by Kitchenham 
and Charters (2007). Using the methodology, the authors reviewed papers published on the topic of 
affordances in social media, coded the content and systematised the findings along several 
dimensions. The steps of the literature review are shown in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1. Literature review - research steps 

Scopus1 was used as a search engine to identify relevant articles. Published journal articles, book 
chapters and conference papers were included, while book reviews, conference workshops, panels 
and posters were excluded. At the first step of the review, we searched titles, abstracts and keywords 
that included the term “affordance” with at least one of the following terms: “social media”, “SNS”, 
“social networking”, “Facebook”, “Twitter”, “Instagram”. The language of the articles was limited to 
English. An initial search in the Scopus database was conducted in December 2021 and returned 1451 
results with publication years spanning between 2005 and 2021. 

In the second step, we applied the exclusion criteria by manually reviewing the metadata (titles and 
abstracts of the articles). Articles that did not deal with affordances as one of the main topics or used 
the word with a very different meaning (e.g., as a synonym of “advantages”), were excluded. This left 
us with 357 articles possibly relevant to the review.    

Finally, in the third step, the full texts of the 357 remaining articles were analysed. At this stage of the 
literature review, it became apparent that there is certain conceptual blurriness in the use of the term 
“affordance” across the literature. We excluded papers that were obviously not using “affordance” as 
a theoretical concept as understood by Gibson, Norman, and their successors. Some of these, use 
“affordance” as a synonym for a function of a platform (e.g., “live streaming affordance”) or a sum of 
the functionality of a platform (e.g., “Instagram affordances” without elaborating further). In some 
articles, “affordances” are used as an antonym to challenges, e.g., when saying that a specific platform 
offers a particular group of people “affordances and challenges”, without any theoretical grounding. 

In many cases, affordances were mentioned casually in an abstract and barely anywhere else. In some 
cases, papers included affordances and social media in one of the search fields, however the word 
“affordance” related not to social media but to something else. For example, “an affordance of a 
                                                            
1 https://www.scopus.com/ 



4 
 

mobile phone”, “organisational affordances”, or just “technological affordances” as general terms 
describing what modern technology can offer its users without focusing on specific affordances of the 
social web. All such papers were excluded from the analysis. 

At this stage, we also looked through the references included in the articles to identify other possible 
articles outside the Scopus sample. After the full-text analysis, 213 articles were left and 9 additional 
articles were added to the sample. These 222 articles were coded by the authors and reviewed in this 
paper.  

2.2. Coding procedure 

Inductive coding was used to define the subjects mentioned in the paper. Starting with a list of initial 
rather general codes (based on the initial review of literature and authors’ expertise), additional more 
specific codes were identified during the coding stage of the research. Subsequently, the codes were 
combined as necessary. The codes were further refined through frequent discussions between the 
authors. During the process, the groups of codes dealing with specific aspects of the analysed articles 
emerged. The authors roughly delimited four groups of codes, discussed in section 3. Each article was 
coded with at least one code in each of the coding groups. 

As most articles (82%) were coded by the first author, developing reliable codes was essential. As 
suggested by Campbell et al. (2013), a randomly selected sample of 15% of all articles was distributed 
to the second and third authors, who applied the same coding scheme to the articles. Gwet’s AC2 was 
used as a measure of intercoder reliability (Gwet, 2014). The calculation of intercoder reliability is 
valuable not only in ensuring an appropriate coding scheme, but also as “a means of reflexively 
improving the analysis by provoking dialogue between researchers” (O’Connor and Joffe, 2020: 11). 
In our case, for the first coding group the initial reliability was low, so the codes were discussed, 
adjusted to be more unambiguous and clearer until authors were satisfied with the level of agreement 
(Campbell et al., 2013). Subsequently, all the articles were recoded with updated codes, reaching a 
high value of AC2. In the end, the overall reliability of 0.91 was reached, with a range from 0.89 to 0.95 
for different groups of codes (Gwet’s AC2 is measured on a scale from 0 to 1; 1 indicates perfect 
reliability). 

3. Affordances in social media research: review and discussion  
In this section, the results of the literature analysis are presented to provide a comprehensive 
understanding of the research in the domain. 

3.1. Areas of application 

Table 1 shows the distribution of articles across the thematic areas. The coding is non-exclusive, and 
papers sometimes were assigned several categories. The approach was to make sure that each paper 
was coded at least with one of the codes. The distribution reflects the subject areas in the sample, 
where most papers were published in journals of social sciences, followed by computer science, and 
business and management journals and conference proceedings.  
Table 1. Affordances theory and areas of application 

Thematic area of application Articles 
Political participation 24 
Information/ knowledge creation and sharing 21 
E-Government/ Governance / NGO/ non-profit 20 
Education and learning 18 
Work and business affordances 16 
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Discussion/ sharing of opinions 15 
Brand/ marketing / business engagement 15 
Collective action 13 
Identity 10 
Therapy and Medicine 10 
Relationships/ social ties/ leadership 9 
Gender / Feminism / LGBTQ+ 7 
Populism and Disinformation 7 
Other areas 10 

 

The most widely studied area is political participation (24 articles), which includes papers on political 
participation, activism, and political self-organisation. Interestingly, 46% of all articles in this category 
researched non-Western and particularly developing countries. The related collective action category 
(13 articles) includes both political and non-political collective action. Some articles deal with 
identifying specific social media affordances supporting collective action (Ahuja et al., 2018; 
Harindranath et al., 2015; Sæbø et al., 2020). Further 20 articles concerned the affordances of social 
media for e-Government, governance (including state governance (Chouikh et al., 2016), non-
government organisations (NGOs) (Raja-Yusof et al., 2016) and affordances for non-profits 
(Namisango et al., 2021). Articles in the discussion/ sharing of opinions category (15) include articles 
on how information propagates on social media, using affordances as one of the dimensions of 
analysis (Meredith, 2017). The way information is shared on social media is facilitated and constrained 
by specific platform’s affordances (Fu and Zhang, 2019; Oeldorf-Hirsch and Sundar, 2015), most 
notably persistence (Neubaum, 2021) and visibility (Ramirez, 2018). Most of the studies in this 
category look into Twitter and employ quantitative analysis of large datasets (Panda et al., 2020; 
Rodak, 2020; Walsh and Baker, 2021). Concerning populism and disinformation (7 articles), the 
searchability affordance of social media was found to be an effective tool to counter the spread of 
fake narratives as it can facilitate the self-correction of the users (Apuke and Omar, 2021; Eismann, 
2021; Islam et al., 2020). 

Information/knowledge creation (21) includes articles focused not so much on the propagation and 
exchange of information, but more on how the knowledge is created on the platforms, including the 
cooperation of users in the curation, creation and maintenance of knowledge  (Fulk and Yuan, 2013; 
Gibbs et al., 2013; Majchrzak et al., 2013).  Affordances of social media in education and learning (18 
articles) exert both positive (Andersson et al., 2021; Stewart, 2015; Vezzoli et al., 2017) and negative 
influences (Day and Lloyd, 2007; Smith, 2016). Work and doing business (16) includes articles on work-
life balance (Siegert and Löwstedt, 2019), building relationships with business clients (Weber and 
Haseki, 2019) and the use of social media for interactions within organisations (Mansour et al., 2013; 
Treem, 2015). Research shows the significant potential of social media for user engagement (15 
articles) both for business and personal brands (Caliandro and Anselmi, 2021; Dolan et al., 2016; Wang 
et al., 2021). Papers in the identity category (10 articles) concern the formation of identities on social 
media, often through visibility affordance (Askay, 2014; Cirucci, 2015; Seidel et al., 2016). Gender, 
feminism, and LGBTQ+ issues are discussed in 7 articles, largely intersecting with the previous group. 
The bulk of the papers in this category are case studies studied through the affordance analytical lens 
(Hurley, 2019; Khazraee and Novak, 2018; Kitzie, 2019). Health and therapy (10) contains research on 
the way people can use social media to manage their conditions (Merolli et al., 2013, 2014), therapy 
(Bernardi, 2016; Lin and Kishore, 2021; Song et al., 2021; Yeshua-Katz, 2021) or acquire health-related 
information. Articles on affordances for interpersonal ties (9) discuss affordances both in work (Lee et 
al., 2019; Leidner et al., 2018) and in personal settings (Frampton and Fox, 2018; Zhao et al., 2012). 
Other areas of research that took advantage of the theory of affordances include tourism and culture 
(4), social media in emergencies and crises (2), hate speech (2), and death and grieving (2). 
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3.2. Social media platforms  

The most popular platforms worldwide (Facebook and Twitter) are also the ones studied in most 
papers (55 and 38 articles respectively), while research on smaller platforms is much scarcer (Table 2). 
Table 2. Social media platforms in the research 

Platform Articles 
Comparison across platforms 14 
Social media technology 15 
Facebook 55 
Twitter 38 
Enterprise social media 24 
Instagram 12 
YouTube 9 
WhatsApp 6 
WeChat 6 
Other mobile platforms 13 
Other mainstream platforms 11 
Alternative platforms 4 

 

Comparison across several platforms (14 articles) is often conducted when a more general topic is 
researched, and the results are expected to be generalisable across social media. Articles in this 
category include research of affordances for a specific field (e.g., O'Leary et al. (2020), Valenzuela et 
al. (2018)) and the analysis of one affordance (or a few) across multiple platforms (e.g., Duffy et al. 
(2017), Kligler-Vilenchik et al. (2020)). 

In Social media technology (15 articles) are papers that are not comparing the different platforms but 
view social media holistically as a phenomenon: either by studying its effect on society or specific 
industries, or by trying to find general principles of what social media affords its users (Cammaerts, 
2015; Treem and Leonardi, 2013). 

The number of papers discussing enterprise social media (24 articles) shows that the use of 
affordances as a theoretical lens is well established in the organisational setting and applied to various 
questions of enterprise social media use: from adoption (Li et al., 2019), to knowledge sharing 
(Oostervink et al., 2016), and employee socialisation (Leidner et al., 2018). 

At the same time, while primarily mobile platforms like WhatsApp, Snapchat, and TikTok are 
increasing in popularity, there is still an apparent paucity of research on them. The social aspect of 
YouTube is also relatively understudied, considering the popularity of the platform. Less mainstream 
social media (such as YikYak, Gab or even Reddit), while likely offering unique affordances for their 
users, remain largely unexplored. 

3.3. Research methods 

Table 3 shows the breakdown of research approaches used in the papers. Most of the papers used 
empirical data to answer the research questions and 44% employed qualitative methods of analysis: 
content and discourse analysis of social media messages, observation and interviews were common. 
Table 3. Research types used in the articles 

Research type Articles 
Qualitative 97 



7 
 

Quantitative 67 
Mixed methods 10 
Theoretical work 27 

 

Quantitative methods (30%) included statistical analysis of message datasets, quantitative surveys, 
and statistical modelling. A combination of qualitative and quantitative methods was used in 5% of all 
papers. The most common combined method was supplementing the quantitative survey with an 
interview to discuss specific issues encountered in the questionnaire. It is also common to use the 
analysis of the platform in addition to the interview with the platform users. Theoretical papers 
accounted for only 12% of the articles in the analysis. These papers largely focused on how the 
affordances lens can be applied to a specific domain of interest. 

Looking into the specific research methods, the most popular approach was interview research, which 
formed the bulk of qualitative studies. Analysis of messages, postings or other social media was used 
in 54 papers, followed by survey research (both qualitative and quantitative surveys). Case study was 
explicitly mentioned as a methodological approach in 24% of all papers. Another prominent research 
method is statistical modelling, found in 31 papers. Among less popular methods were the analysis of 
platforms, observation (including field study), experiment and design science approach. 

Regarding the research question tackled, a significant number of papers (96) deal with the topic of 
identification of affordances either of a specific platform or of social media as a phenomenon within 
a specific area of interest (see 3.1). In 85 articles the theory of affordances is used in combination with 
other theories. For example, applying the affordances lens to the questions of social capital, business 
engagement or effective use. Articles dealing with the evaluation of affordances (51) focus on one or 
more affordances within a specific platform or concerning a specific area of application (e.g., 
“anonymity affordance for political engagement”). These papers frequently include cross-platform 
comparison. Finally, as the theory of affordances within social media is still being developed, 36 
articles deal with extending the theory of affordances, i.e., their primary aim is a theoretical 
contribution. 

3.4. Dominant understanding of affordances 

Based on the review of the theory sections of the papers, we identified the “core reference” for each 
paper. By that we mean the source, whose definition or taxonomy was adopted by the paper’s authors 
to conduct the research (e.g., as evidenced by phrasing like “we use the definition provided by …” or 
“we adopt the understanding of …”). For some papers identifying such core reference is open to 
interpretation, however in general the distribution provides an illustrative measure of the relative 
popularity of different definitions and taxonomies. The review revealed (Table 4) that there is only a 
handful of highly respected and cited affordance theory articles and many others that are referenced 
only a few times. Again, it should be stressed that these are not the mentions of the respective 
authors, as by that measure Gibson (1977) far outnumbers any other paper, followed by Norman 
(1988). In many cases though, mentioning Gibson’s definition is followed by describing the critique 
and revisions of his definition.  
Table 4. Conceptualisations most often used as primary in articles 

Conceptualisation by Articles 
Treem & Leonardi (2013) 42 
Gibson (1977) 14 
boyd  (2010) 10 
Norman (1988) 7 
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Majchrzak & Markus (2012) 6 
Faraj & Azad (2012) 6 
Own definition 25 
No specific theory 13 
Other 51 

 

The four-item taxonomy of social media affordances (visibility, editability, persistence, association) 
introduced by Treem and Leonardi (2013) dominates the scientific discourse. The main reason is 
probably that they devised a concise and efficient typology. These four affordances are general 
enough to be applicable to a range of different platforms but cover the most significant and 
controversial aspects of the use of social media. Furthermore, Rice et al. (2017) provided the 
operationalisation of the four affordances, which is also frequently cited.  

An earlier and similarly concise four-item typology (persistence, replicability, scalability, searchability) 
by boyd (2010) is less widely used, likely because it focuses exclusively on the content of social media 
and not on the affordances which relate to the interactions between users (visibility, association), 
while the latter ones are defining for social media (i.e., web 1.0 was already scalable and persistent). 

A considerable number of papers rely on conceptualisations by Gibson or Norman, this is particularly 
often seen in papers that use affordances as one of the dimensions of research or as a supporting 
theory, rather than researching them as the central focal point of the paper. Neither Gibson nor 
Norman provide a taxonomy of affordances and do not use affordances to describe the interplay 
between information technology and society, thus their definitions are almost always adapted or 
supplemented by the authors for the social media domain. This repeated re-conceptualisation 
produces noise in definitions and highlights the need for a specific common definition of affordances 
of social media. 

More complicated and detailed typologies are usually constructed for the purposes of a specific 
research, they are rarely re-used in future works (unless by the same authors). Thus, more general 
and simpler typologies of affordances are adapted more often as they allow customisation and 
adaptation for a specific purpose. Finally, 25 papers developed their own conceptualisation of 
affordances specific to the research at hand, while further 13 articles did not provide any theoretical 
justification or definition of the concept. 

To illustrate the theoretical blurriness of the concept of affordances, one can look at the efforts to 
systematise the different typologies and approaches (Bucher and Helmond, 2017; Sundar and 
Limperos, 2013). Karahanna et al. (2018) attempted to generate a comprehensive list of social media 
affordances based on both prior research on the topic and the analysis of various social media 
platforms. Their work uncovered two interesting aspects of the research: (1) the same affordances are 
often named differently by different authors (“self-presentation” vs “identity” to describe the same 
thing), and (2) different authors employ distinct levels of abstraction when viewing the same 
affordance (“self-presentation” vs “rendering” affordances, the latter being a more specific case 
within the former) (Karahanna et al., 2018). Other authors suggest structuring the affordances 
hierarchically (McGrenere and Ho, 2000) or talk about nested affordances (Gaver, 1991). Often, 
however, when using a hierarchical structure, lower-level affordances correspond to the individual 
functionalities of the system (O’Riordan et al., 2016), which makes the application of the term 
“affordance” to them dubious. Similarly, the mechanical affordances of Ostertag & Ortiz (2017) 
constitute an aspect of the materiality of a system, rather than a type of affordances. 

4. Defining affordances in social media 
Previous literature reviews noted the ambiguity of the “affordance” as a concept used in social science 
and even more so in technology and design, where it gets entangled and confused with other 
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concepts, such as technology features, use or action (Leidner et al., 2018; Nagy and Neff, 2015). This 
observation was also confirmed by our review described in the previous section. In this section, we 
systematise the literature on affordances and formulate the definition of affordances in social media 
research. To do that, we start from the initial definitions offered by Gibson and Norman and work our 
way to today’s articles to see what useful insight can be extracted for defining the affordances of social 
media. 

The first definition of affordance was provided by Gibson (1977: 75), who coined it as a “unique 
combination of qualities that specifies what the object affords us”. Originally, Gibson discussed 
affordances in an ecological context and spoke about the relations of an animal with its environment. 
Affordances became widely known when Norman used them in his work on design, defining them as 
“the perceived and actual properties of the thing, primarily those fundamental properties that 
determine just how the thing could possibly be used” (Norman, 1988: 9). The conceptual difference 
between Gibson’s understanding of affordances as existing independently from the actor and 
Norman’s understanding of affordances, which exist as long as they are perceived by the actor, led to 
two theoretical streams emphasizing this difference (Bower, 2008; Islam et al., 2020) and to 
distinguishing between real and perceived affordances in some cases (Norman, 2008). 

After Norman introduced affordances to the domain of product design generally (in his book he 
focused on physical objects), later researchers examined specifically technology affordances. 
Gaver  (1991) discussed affordances of the user interface and Hutchby (2001) proposed affordances 
as a possible middle ground between technological and social determinism, as a way to describe how 
technology enables and constrains specific actions of humans using the technology without 
technology necessarily “causing” the human actions. 

Usefulness or utility of definition depends on the definition criteria (Jax, 2007): they need to be specific 
enough to be applicable to the individual cases, and general enough to describe the range of possible 
cases in the domain. The purpose of formulating a definition is “to extract and describe the established 
meaning of a concept already in use and (analyse) its components” (Jax, 2007: 343). With this in mind, 
we extracted the main aspects of the affordance concept and described how these aspects are 
relevant for social media research. We identified the core positive (what affordances are) and negative 
(what affordances are not) properties of the affordances as used in the domain, and using them we 
developed the definition of affordances in social media.  

4.1. What affordances are not 

By analysing a range of conceptualisations of affordances found in our sample, we extracted several 
recurring patterns in (mis-)understanding of the affordances. These patterns are mostly dependent 
on the primary source for the concept (e.g., Gibson or Norman) and the domain of application. First, 
we will delineate what the affordances are not, peeling off the viewpoints on the concept not useful 
for the investigation of social media.  

Affordances are not properties of technology exclusively. Already in the first definition by Gibson, the 
core property of affordances is that they exist as a relation between actor and environment, human 
and materiality of environment. That is, they do not reside in the environment only, but exist between 
the environment and its inhabitant. Quite early in the life of the concept, Gaver (1991: 80) defined 
affordances as “properties of the world defined with respect to people’s (and social) interaction with 
it”, putting the spotlight on the properties of the environment as the “source” of affordances. Norman 
also contributed to the conflation of the design features and affordances (Curinga, 2014), leading to 
some confusion about the source of affordances. Still, the relational understanding of affordances 
remains more prevalent (Rice et al., 2017; Treem and Leonardi, 2013; Wellman, 2001). 
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Affordances are not technology features or functionalities. As a result of the previous aspect, 
affordances cannot be equated with specific functions or features of technological products. Not only 
that, there rarely can even be a 1:1 correspondence between a feature and an affordance. Still, some 
authors conflate technology features with affordances saying that affordances “describe the ways in 
which a platform is engineered” (Davis and Chouinard, 2016: 241) or “are elements of software 
systems” (Curinga, 2014). Such equating of affordance to system structure or functions, or even 
focusing primarily on the properties of the system as a source for affordances, limits the usefulness of 
the concept. That is, if affordances can be reduced to functions, why should this concept be used at 
all, why not discuss platform design and functions instead? Thus, methodologically, affordances have 
to be distinguished from the uses of technology features and outcomes of such uses (Leidner et al., 
2018). Furthermore, a common observation is that users often use systems in a way that was not 
intended by the system’s developers (Majchrzak and Markus, 2012) and conversely some affordances 
perceived by the users may not actually be provided by the system (Curinga, 2014). 

Affordances are not an outcome of interaction between humans and technology. The result of the 
interaction is the actualisation of affordances. Affordances can be left unactualized, in this case, there 
is no “outcome” to speak of. Thus, for example, “collaboration” or “service innovation” (Zammuto et 
al., 2007) are not useful examples of affordances (Curinga, 2014). Furthermore, equating affordances 
with their outcomes effectively leads to the technological determinism, when the properties of 
technology determine its use by human users (Markus and Silver, 2008), while affordances are seen 
as an alternative approach to the technological determinism (Nagy and Neff, 2015). 

The two latter patterns described in this subsection are in line with the findings of Evans et al. (2017) 
and echo two of their threshold criteria. The first one is distinct as it underlines the relational nature 
of affordances.  Affordances not only cannot be equated to functions but they also cannot be derived 
from the technology alone, without considering the actor, the user of the technology. 

4.2. What affordances are 

Understanding what affordances are, necessitates going back to the original definition by Gibson and 
seeing how it can be usefully applied to the research of social media.  

Affordances are relational. Initially, Gibson suggested that affordances “have to be measured relative 
to the animal” (Gibson, 2014: 120). Again, affordances are not properties of the environment nor the 
characteristics of the individual but are relative to their interaction (Chemero et al., 2003). The 
relational property of affordances is widely accepted in the literature (Rice et al., 2017; Treem and 
Leonardi, 2013). Importantly, as a result of the relational property of the affordance, the same 
technology may provide different affordances to different users (Treem and Leonardi, 2013). The 
other outcome of this property is that affordances are well anchored to a specific domain (Cabiddu et 
al., 2014; Majchrzak and Markus, 2012). That is, it makes sense to talk about domain-specific 
affordances, however widely or narrowly we define the “domain” of application: we can talk about 
“technology affordances”, “social media affordances” or even “Facebook affordances”. 

Affordances are perceptional. As defined by Norman, affordances are the properties of the object 
perceived by the actors (Norman, 1988). And so, they are tied to the values, thoughts and capabilities 
of the actors (Islam et al., 2020; Norman, 1988). Hogan (2009: 27)  noted the role of individual 
perceptions and defined social affordances as “the perceptual cues that connote aspects of social 
structure to individuals thereby creating a functional difference for the individual”. 

A related concept of imagined affordances describes affordances that users imagine as existing in the 
technological product, an expectation that may not be realised in rational knowledge (Nagy and Neff, 
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2015). Users of technology systems may have their mental image of how the system works and that 
mental image may enable or constrain how they use that system. Believing that the system is secure 
may lead to users sharing sensitive information and actualising corresponding affordance, even if the 
system may not be actually secure by any objective measure. The concept of imagined affordances 
underlines the most prominent difference between affordances and system properties and 
functionalities; and why affordances cannot be reduced to the properties of the system.  

Affordances are contextual. Specifically in relation to technology, Caliandro & Anselmi (2021: 3) 
conclude that affordances “consist in a set of contextual constraints and props that shape the usage 
of technology”. From this point of view, the actor component of affordances is relevant as the use of 
technology is further constrained by the properties of an actor, e.g., cultural norms. Zheng & Yu (2016: 
292) view affordances as “emergent from sociomaterial practices that involve technology” and 
dependent on both the purpose of human agency and the historical and social context. Treem and 
Leonardi (2013: 146) also underline the emergent properties of affordances saying that they emerge 
as a result of “the relationship between the people and the materiality of the things with which they 
come in contact”. This relationship might not be amiable and affordances can become “sites of 
contestation" when the conflicting intentions of users and platforms can lead to various outcomes 
(Jones, 2020). 

Affordances are potentials for action. The influential conceptualisation of technology affordances is 
provided by Majchrzak et al. (2013: 39) based on work by Faraj and Azad (2012) as “the mutuality of 
actor intentions and technology capabilities that provide the potential for a particular action.” Such 
understanding of affordance as a potential or possibility for action has been applied to social media 
by Ellison and Vitak (2015), and boyd (2010). This view is often reflected in the names of identified 
affordances, which often include words ending with “-ability”: reviewability, combinability (Faraj et 
al., 2011), presentability, recordability (Argyris and Monu, 2015) and editability (Treem and Leonardi, 
2013) to name a few. Karahanna et al. (2018) also reject “general” affordances, which do not contain 
action possibilities, listing among examples of such affordances persistence, which is included in some 
more influential affordance taxonomies, most notably that of Treem and Leonardi (2013). Similarly, 
when determining if an aspect of the system can be classified as an affordance, Merolli et al. (2014) 
use the presence of “actionable possibility” as the main criterion. 

Affordances also constrain action. Evans et al. (2017) underline the constraining aspect of 
affordances: affordances enable and constrain potential behavioural outcomes, importantly, relative 
to the agent’s needs and within a given context (Gibbs et al., 2013; Giermindl et al., 2018). For 
example, Vaast and Kaganer (2013) concluded that certain affordances of social media generate risks 
for organisations and by that conceivably shape the behaviour of the users and their outcomes. From 
this point of view, constraints are seen as complementary to affordances and not opposite to them, 
and even “equally necessary for activity to take place” (Kennewell, 2001: 106). Siegert et al. (2020), 
building upon Ellison and Vitak (2015), underline the necessity to discuss and define ”negative” 
counterparts to the existing affordances: e.g., including invisibility affordance along the visibility. 

Affordances are discrete. To be useful, affordances should be discrete, that is, not be defined too 
broadly or loosely (Curinga, 2014). When talking about specific technological products (like social 
media platforms), affordances must be compact, that is to refer to specific aspects of the product, not 
to the general purpose or use of the technology. Thus, using general buzzwords like “sharing”, 
“interaction" or “communication” is not conducive to the use of affordances as an analytical lens in 
the domain. 
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4.3. Definition of affordances for social media research 

What does this mean when applied to social media research? Obviously, a good actionable definition 
needs to incorporate all the aforementioned properties. Therefore, we suggest the following 
definition for affordances of social media: 

Social media affordances are the perceived actual or imagined properties of social media, 
emerging through the relation of technological, social, and contextual, that enable and 
constrain specific uses of the platforms. 

As was mentioned before, the main advantage of employing the affordances perspective in social 
media research is that, in contrast to technological determinism, it recognises and underlines the role 
and agency of humans in the use of technology. It does this by incorporating the contextual and 
individual aspects of technology use: how social media usage is shaped by the properties of actors and 
their context. 

The first part of the definition “the perceived actual or imagined properties” stems from Norman’s 
(1988) definition and underlines the perceptual quality of the affordances. In the original definition, 
Norman includes only “actual properties (of the thing)” (1988: 9), however, as Nagy & Neff (2015) 
pointed out, affordances may stem also from the properties of the system that are only “imagined” 
by its users. The relational property of affordances is reflected in stressing the importance of the three 
aspects of the human-technology relationship: properties of technology (that is, materiality), 
properties of human actors (that is, values and attitudes) and context (that is, how and when the 
relationship unfolds). Finally, the last part of the definition highlights that affordances both provide 
the potential for action and constrain human action on social media. Importantly, the same affordance 
can and will both enable and constrain how the users interact with the system. This also includes the 
non-use of the platforms, absent from Norman’s definition (cf. “(affordances) determine just how the 
thing could possibly be used” (Norman, 1988: 9)). 

Furthermore, the suggested definition is not limited to human actors only. There has been an 
increasing demand for examining the role of algorithmic agents in social media (Albu and Etter, 2020; 
Bucher and Helmond, 2017; Sharma et al., 2016), responding to this research gap, this definition is 
formulated in a way to be applicable to non-human agents as well. That is, affordances of social media 
may also enable and constrain the uses of social media by computational agents. The discussion of 
algorithmic agents and their relation to social media affordances, however, is outside of the scope of 
the present article and can be a fascinating topic for future research. 

Finally, we would like to contrast our conceptualisation to that of Evans et al. (2017) who attempted 
to define affordances more rigorously by describing a set of requirements that an affordance has to 
fulfil. In comparison to Evans et al. (2017), who define affordances by describing mostly what they are 
not (not a technological feature, not an outcome), our suggested definition is a positive one, 
describing instead what affordances are. As discussed above, the relational nature of affordances 
already precludes equating them with technological features, while the actualisation of affordances 
(their “outcome” as per Evans et al.) should be distinguished from affordances. Furthermore, Evans 
et al. (2017: 39–40) suggest that affordances “vary in degree from enabling to constraining”, which in 
our opinion, unduly simplifies the effects of an affordance on user behaviour. The affordances of 
visibility and persistence may constrain some user behaviour, e.g., through user’s self-censorship, but 
at the same time, they also enable different types of behaviour like identity construction on the 
platform. Thus, there is no need to contrast affordances with constraints (Majchrzak & Markus, 2012) 
or negative affordances, as the definition already acknowledges that affordances may constrain some 
uses of technology. 



13 
 

The main contribution of the definition to the academic discussion of affordances is that it emphasizes 
the core properties of affordances, going back to the original conceptualisations of Gibson and 
Norman (the relational, perceived nature), and includes more recent aspects of affordances 
(contextuality), while considering social media-specific elements: like non-human, algorithmic actors. 
Finally, we believe that a succinct standalone definition has an instrumental value, as it allows for 
more focused and productive discussions on the topic. 

4.4. Definition and the types of affordances 

As a final step of our conceptualisation of affordances in social media, we would like to discuss how 
different typologies of affordances (see 3.4) fit with the suggested definition. The development of the 
taxonomy of affordances in social media is beyond the scope of the paper, this is an exemplification 
of how the definition can be used to evaluate the affordances and an illustration of the usefulness of 
having the definition of affordances in social media. 

The affordances of visibility and editability suggested by Treem & Leonardi (2013) are good examples 
of social media affordances fitting the definition. Both visibility and editability are properties that 
emerge through the interaction of the human actor and the social media system; they shape and 
constrain the practices of users on the platforms. Visibility can be thought of as the most general 
affordance (Lane et al., 2018). “Social” in social media by definition requires that content created by 
users will become visible at least to some of the other users. The degree to which visibility is realised 
on a platform may be conceptualised through more specific (lower-level) affordances like 
“anonymity”, “pseudonymity” or “association”. These affordances are used to describe how much 
visibility is afforded by a platform concerning different aspects of the platform (user identity, content, 
etc). 

The editability affordance is connected to persistence (listed both by boyd (2010) and Treem & 
Leonardi (2013)). The persistence affordance relates to the property of the content to be preserved in 
time. To be persistent, content needs to be accessible (the user needs to be able to access it) and 
immutable (it should be the same message). If a platform allows editing the content after it is 
published (Twitter does not allow editing posts, while Facebook does), then it may be impossible to 
know whether a user accesses the same content as originally published. Thus, accessibility and 
immutability can be understood as lower-level affordances relating to persistence. 

Likewise, the searchability affordance in the sense presented by boyd (2010) can be viewed as a lower-
level affordance and can be considered as a component of visibility. Users can reach a visible piece of 
content by using the search function of the system. Some authors further distinguish other elements 
of visibility, like viewability (Mansour et al., 2013), addressability (Hennebert et al., 2021) or 
reachability (Sharma et al., 2016). 

In a similar manner, it is possible to decompose general affordances into more specific ones. The actual 
level at which affordances are viewed depends on the purposes and objectives of each research. We 
would however suggest avoiding mixing the different levels of affordances to avert confusion. The 
proposed understanding of high and low level (general and specific) affordances differs from the use 
of these terms by Bucher & Helmond (2017). 

Importantly, in line with Evans et al.’s (2017) understanding, we clearly separate affordances 
(emergent properties of social media) from the outcomes of the actualisation of affordances. Thus, 
we believe that “content sharing”, “collaboration”, “evaluation and feedback”, “communication” and 
similar are not affordances and should not be included in the typologies of affordances. Similarly, the 
properties created through the use of social media (for example, “solidarity”, “motivating 
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environment”) are not affordances but also outcomes of affordances actualisation (for example, 
solidarity can be an outcome of association affordance actualisation by the users). 

5. Summary and Conclusion 
Using a systematic literature review as a method, we have analysed the academic body of knowledge 
on affordances in social media. The in-depth analysis of the final dataset of 222 papers allowed us to 
answer the research questions posed at the beginning of the paper. 

Answering RQ1 about the state of the art of research, revealed the variety of research conducted on 
social media across different thematic areas, platforms, and theoretical angles. Most of the research 
is conducted in social sciences and focuses on Facebook and Twitter. Empirical research is conducted 
with primarily qualitative methods, while around a quarter of all papers are case studies. 

For RQ2, the analysis of various conceptualisations and typologies revealed that in the domain of social 
media, the four affordances of Treem & Leonardi (2013) are the de facto standard and are used far 
more than any other typology, especially when the organisational setting is studied. Their 
conceptualisation is frequently used as a basis for more detailed and specialised typologies and 
taxonomies. However, Treem & Leonardi neither offer a definition of affordances that unites the four 
affordances they identify nor discuss the additional affordances or the possible hierarchical structure 
of affordances of technology. Despite being formulated for other domains and being too general, 
Gibson’s and Norman’s definitions of affordances are still widely used in social media research. 

Finally, for RQ3 we developed the definition of affordances in social media, synthesising important 
properties extracted from the literature review. Social media affordances are defined as perceived 
actual or imagined properties of social media, emerging through the relation of technological, social, 
and contextual, that enable and constrain specific uses of the platforms. We subsequently discussed 
different typologies of affordances in the context of our definition and clearly delineated which 
affordances are consistent with the definition and which refer to some other aspect of the platforms. 

The current paper contributes to the body of knowledge of affordances in two ways. Firstly, by 
providing a detailed overview of the use of the affordances theory in relation to social media, outlining 
the research directions, approaches and methods used to study affordances. Secondly, by contributing 
to the research by proposing a unified definition of affordances in social media based on the synthesis 
of the literature on the topic. The definition, which is long overdue, considering the popularity of the 
affordances theory in the domain, is meant to be used in future research as a basis for the common 
understanding of the affordances in social media research, which as we have seen in the review are 
often used casually or imprecisely. 

While this paper presents the most comprehensive systematic literature review of affordances in 
social media to date, there are inevitable limitations. First, our sample was based on a search of the 
Scopus database. While Scopus is a large and respected database, it is inevitable that some relevant 
journals or conferences were excluded from the search. Furthermore, we used keywords in English, 
so papers in different languages were excluded as well. Papers discussing emerging or lesser-known 
social media sites might have also been excluded if they did not contain the relevant keywords (e.g., 
social media). Still, despite these limitations, we believe that the review provided a useful overview of 
the domain and sufficient input to develop a definition of social media affordances. 

Providing an adequate definition of social media affordances is not an endpoint but rather a platform 
on which future research can be built. We suggest two research directions that can be explored. First, 
there is a question of measuring the affordances. When speaking about the more general affordances, 
the degree to which a specific affordance is present on the platform can be measured (Van Osch et 
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al., 2021): that is it makes sense to say that a specific platform affords more visibility, anonymity or 
even persistence. While there have been efforts to operationalise affordances for quantitative 
research in communication (Fox and McEwan, 2017; Rice et al., 2017),  they focus on the comparison 
between the different communication channels, while their usefulness for studying the differences 
across social media platforms is limited. The second underexplored area is the affordances of social 
media outside the big platforms. As seen in section 3.2, most of the empirical research is conducted 
on the four major social platforms: Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, and Instagram, and even among them 
the first two are overrepresented. Exploring less popular or alternative platforms may provide 
interesting results, both empirically and theoretically, by improving our understanding of affordances. 
It is likely that the whole reason why alternative platforms emerge is because they aim to provide 
affordances that are not present on the major platforms. 

For the realisation of both research directions, it is crucial to have an agreed-upon and theoretically 
grounded definition of affordances in social media. Our hope is that this paper lays the groundwork 
for a common understanding that will allow future researchers to build upon, and avoid the current 
ambiguity of the usage of the term “affordance”, which is so evident in our review. 

6. References 
Ahuja M, Patel P and Suh A (2018) The Influence of Social Media on Collective Action in the Context 

of Digital Activism: An Affordance Approach. In: Proceedings of the Annual Hawaii International 
Conference on System Sciences, 2018, pp. 2203–2212. DOI: 10.24251/HICSS.2018.275. 

Albu OB and Etter MA (2020) How social media mashups enable and constrain online activism of civil 
society organizations. In: Servaes J (ed.) Handbook of Communication for Development and 
Social Change. Singapore: Springer, pp. 891–909. DOI: 10.1007/978-981-10-7035-8_80-1. 

Andersson A, Hedström K, Siegert S, et al. (2021) Teachers falling off the cliff affordances and 
constraints of social media in school. In: Proceedings of the Annual Hawaii International 
Conference on System Sciences, 2021, pp. 2995–3004. DOI: 10.24251/hicss.2021.365. 

Apuke OD and Omar B (2021) Social media affordances and information abundance: Enabling fake 
news sharing during the COVID-19 health crisis. Health Informatics Journal 27(3): 1–23. DOI: 
10.1177/14604582211021470. 

Argyris YE and Monu K (2015) Corporate Use of Social Media: Technology Affordance and External 
Stakeholder Relations. Journal of Organizational Computing and Electronic Commerce 25(2). 
Taylor & Francis: 140–168. DOI: 10.1080/10919392.2015.1033940. 

Askay DA (2014) Silence in the crowd: The spiral of silence contributing to the positive bias of 
opinions in an online review system. New Media & Society: 1–19. DOI: 
10.1177/1461444814535190. 

Bernardi R (2016) How do online communities of patients aggregate on twitter? An affordance 
perspective. In: 2016 International Conference on Information Systems, ICIS 2016, 2016, pp. 1–
18. 

Bimber B and Gil de Zúñiga H (2020) The unedited public sphere. New Media & Society 22(4): 700–
715. DOI: 10.1177/1461444819893980. 

Bower M (2008) Affordance analysis – matching learning tasks with learning technologies. 
Educational Media International 45(1): 3–15. DOI: 10.1080/09523980701847115. 

Boyd D (2010) Social Network Sites as Networked Publics: Affordances, Dynamics, and Implications. 
In: Papacharissi Z (ed.) Networked Self: Identity, Community, and Culture on Social Network 
Sites. Routledge, pp. 39–58. DOI: 10.4324/9780203876527-8. 



16 
 

Bucher T and Helmond A (2017) The Affordances of Social Media Platforms. In: Burgess J, Poell T, 
and Marwick A (eds) The SAGE Handbook of Social Media. London, UK: SAGE Publications Ltd, 
pp. 233–253. DOI: 10.4135/9781473984066.n14. 

Cabiddu F, Carlo M De and Piccoli G (2014) Social media affordances: Enabling customer 
engagement. Annals of Tourism Research 48. Elsevier Ltd: 175–192. DOI: 
10.1016/j.annals.2014.06.003. 

Caliandro A and Anselmi G (2021) Affordances-Based Brand Relations: An Inquire on Memetic 
Brands on Instagram. Social Media + Society 7(2): 1–18. DOI: 10.1177/20563051211021367. 

Cammaerts B (2015) Technologies of Self-Mediation: Affordances and Constraints of Social Media for 
Protest Movements. In: Civic Engagement and Social Media. London: Palgrave Macmillan UK, 
pp. 87–110. DOI: 10.1057/9781137434166_5. 

Campbell JL, Quincy C, Osserman J, et al. (2013) Coding In-depth Semistructured Interviews. 
Sociological Methods & Research 42(3): 294–320. DOI: 10.1177/0049124113500475. 

Carr CT and Hayes RA (2015) Social Media: Defining, Developing, and Divining. Atlantic Journal of 
Communication 23(1): 46–65. DOI: 10.1080/15456870.2015.972282. 

Chemero A, Klein C and Cordeiro W (2003) Events as Changes in the Layout of Affordances. 
Ecological Psychology 15(1): 19–28. DOI: 10.1207/S15326969ECO1501_02. 

Chouikh A, Ojo A and Driss OB (2016) Exploring the Affordances of Social Media Platforms in 
Supporting Emerging Public Service Paradigms. In: Proceedings of the 9th International 
Conference on Theory and Practice of Electronic Governance, New York, NY, USA, March 2016, 
pp. 177–186. ACM. DOI: 10.1145/2910019.2910026. 

Cirucci AM (2015) Facebook’s affordances, visible culture, and anti-anonymity. In: Proceedings of the 
2015 International Conference on Social Media & Society - SMSociety ’15, New York, New York, 
USA, 2015, pp. 1–5. ACM Press. DOI: 10.1145/2789187.2789202. 

Curinga MX (2014) Critical analysis of interactive media with software affordances. First Monday 
19(9). Available at: https://journals.uic.edu/ojs/index.php/fm/article/download/4757/4116. 

Davis JL and Chouinard JB (2016) Theorizing Affordances: From Request to Refuse. Bulletin of 
Science, Technology & Society 36(4): 241–248. DOI: 10.1177/0270467617714944. 

Day D and Lloyd M (2007) Affordances of online technologies: More than the properties of the 
technology. Australian Educational Computing 22(2): 17–21. 

Dolan R, Conduit J, Fahy J, et al. (2016) Social media engagement behaviour: a uses and gratifications 
perspective. Journal of Strategic Marketing 24(3–4): 261–277. DOI: 
10.1080/0965254X.2015.1095222. 

Duffy BE, Pruchniewska U and Scolere L (2017) Platform-specific self-branding: Imagined affordances 
of the social media ecology. In: ACM International Conference Proceeding Series, 2017, pp. 1–9. 
DOI: 10.1145/3097286.3097291. 

Eismann K (2021) Diffusion and persistence of false rumors in social media networks: implications of 
searchability on rumor self-correction on Twitter. Journal of Business Economics 91(9). Springer 
Berlin Heidelberg: 1299–1329. DOI: 10.1007/s11573-020-01022-9. 

Ellison NB and Vitak J (2015) Social network site affordances and their relationship to social capital 
processes. The handbook of the psychology of communication technology Sundar SS (ed.). 
Boston, USA: Wiley Online Library: 203–227. 



17 
 

Evans SK, Pearce KE, Vitak J, et al. (2017) Explicating Affordances: A Conceptual Framework for 
Understanding Affordances in Communication Research. Journal of Computer-Mediated 
Communication 22(1): 35–52. DOI: 10.1111/jcc4.12180. 

Faraj S and Azad B (2012) The Materiality of Technology: An Affordance Perspective. In: Leonardi 
PM, Nardi BA, and Kallinikos J (eds) Materiality and Organizing: Social Interaction in a 
Technological World. Oxford University Press, pp. 237–258. DOI: 
10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199664054.003.0012. 

Faraj S, Jarvenpaa SL and Majchrzak A (2011) Knowledge collaboration in online communities. 
Organization Science 22(5): 1224–1239. DOI: 10.1287/orsc.1100.0614. 

Fox J and McEwan B (2017) Distinguishing technologies for social interaction: The perceived social 
affordances of communication channels scale. Communication Monographs 84(3): 298–318. 
DOI: 10.1080/03637751.2017.1332418. 

Frampton JR and Fox J (2018) Social Media’s Role in Romantic Partners’ Retroactive Jealousy: Social 
Comparison, Uncertainty, and Information Seeking. Social Media and Society 4(3). DOI: 
10.1177/2056305118800317. 

Fu JS and Zhang R (2019) NGOs’ HIV/AIDS discourse on social media and websites: Technology 
affordances and strategic communication across media platforms. International Journal of 
Communication 13: 181–205. 

Fulk J and Yuan YC (2013) Location, motivation, and social capitalization via enterprise social 
networking. Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication 19(1): 20–37. DOI: 
10.1111/jcc4.12033. 

Gaver WW (1991) Technology affordances. In: Proceedings of the SIGCHI conference on Human 
factors in computing systems Reaching through technology - CHI ’91, New York, New York, USA, 
1991, pp. 79–84. ACM Press. DOI: 10.1145/108844.108856. 

Gibbs JL, Rozaidi NA and Eisenberg J (2013) Overcoming the ‘Ideology of Openness’: Probing the 
affordances of social media for organizational knowledge sharing. Journal of Computer-
Mediated Communication 19(1): 102–120. DOI: 10.1111/jcc4.12034. 

Gibson JJ (1977) The concept of affordances. In: Perceiving, Acting, and Knowing: Toward an 
Ecological Psychology. 

Gibson JJ (2014) The Ecological Approach to Visual Perception: Classic Edition. New York, USA: 
Psychology Press. 

Giermindl L, Strich F and Fiedler M (2018) Why do you NOT use the Enterprise Social Network? 
Analyzing Non-Users’ reasons through the lens of Affordances. Lost in Digital Transformation? 
The role of Enterprise Social Networks in facilitating digital collaboration 57. University of 
Passau, Germany: 57–91. 

Gwet KL (2014) Handbook of Inter-Rater Reliability: The Definitive Guide to Measuring the Extent of 
Agreement among Raters. Gaithersburg, USA: Advanced Analytics, LLC. 

Hafezieh N and Eshraghian F (2017) Affordance theory in social media research: Systematic review 
and synthesis of the literature. In: Proceedings of the 25th European Conference on Information 
Systems, ECIS 2017, Guimarães, Portugal, 2017. 

Harindranath G, Bernroider EWN and Kamel SH (2015) Social media and social transformation 
movements: The role of affordances and platforms. In: 23rd European Conference on 
Information Systems, ECIS 2015, 2015, pp. 0–12. 



18 
 

Hennebert M, Pasquier V and Lévesque C (2021) What do unions do… with digital technologies? An 
affordance approach. New Technology, Work and Employment 36(2): 177–200. DOI: 
10.1111/ntwe.12187. 

Hogan BJ (2009) Networking in everyday life. Sociology The Journal Of The British Sociological 
Association. University of Toronto. Available at: 
http://individual.utoronto.ca/berniehogan/Hogan_NIEL_10-29-2008_FINAL.pdf. 

Hollenbaugh E (2021) Self-Presentation in Social Media: Review and Research Opportunities. Review 
of Communication Research 9: 80–98. DOI: 10.12840/ISSN.2255-4165.027. 

Hurley Z (2019) Imagined affordances of instagram and the fantastical authenticity of female Gulf-
Arab social media influencers. Social Media and Society 5(1): 1–16. DOI: 
10.1177/2056305118819241. 

Hutchby I (2001) Technologies, Texts and Affordances. Sociology 35(2): 441–456. DOI: 
10.1177/s0038038501000219. 

Islam AKMN, Laato S, Talukder S, et al. (2020) Misinformation sharing and social media fatigue 
during COVID-19: An affordance and cognitive load perspective. Technological Forecasting and 
Social Change 159(July). Elsevier: 1–14. DOI: 10.1016/j.techfore.2020.120201. 

Jax K (2007) Can We Define Ecosystems? On the Confusion Between Definition and Description of 
Ecological Concepts. Acta Biotheoretica 55(4): 341–355. DOI: 10.1007/s10441-007-9024-7. 

Jones E (2020) What does Facebook ‘afford’ do-it-yourself musicians? Considering social media 
affordances as sites of contestation. Media, Culture and Society 42(2): 277–292. DOI: 
10.1177/0163443719853498. 

Karahanna E, Xu SX, Xu Y, et al. (2018) The needs-affordances-features perspective for the use of 
social media. MIS Quarterly: Management Information Systems 42(3): 737–756. DOI: 
10.25300/MISQ/2018/11492. 

Kennewell S (2001) Using affordances and constraints to evaluate the use of information and 
communications technology in teaching and learning. Journal of Information Technology for 
Teacher Education 10(1–2): 101–116. DOI: 10.1080/14759390100200105. 

Khazraee E and Novak AN (2018) Digitally Mediated Protest: Social Media Affordances for Collective 
Identity Construction. Social Media + Society 4(1): 1–14. DOI: 10.1177/2056305118765740. 

Kitchenham B and Charters S (2007) Guidelines for performing Systematic Literature reviews in 
Software Engineering Version 2.3. EBSE Technical Report. 

Kitzie V (2019) “That looks like me or something i can do”: Affordances and constraints in the online 
identity work of US LGBTQ+ millennials. Journal of the Association for Information Science and 
Technology 70(12): 1340–1351. DOI: 10.1002/asi.24217. 

Kligler-Vilenchik N, Baden C and Yarchi M (2020) Interpretative Polarization across Platforms: How 
Political Disagreement Develops Over Time on Facebook, Twitter, and WhatsApp. Social Media 
and Society 6(3): 1–12. DOI: 10.1177/2056305120944393. 

Lane J, Ramirez FA and Pearce KE (2018) Guilty by Visible Association: Socially Mediated Visibility in 
Gang Prosecutions. Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication 23(6): 354–369. DOI: 
10.1093/jcmc/zmy019. 

Lee SK, Kramer MW and Guo Y (2019) Social media affordances in entry-level employees’ 
socialization: employee agency in the management of their professional impressions and 
vulnerability during early stages of socialization. New Technology, Work and Employment 34(3): 



19 
 

244–261. DOI: 10.1111/ntwe.12147. 

Leidner DE, Gonzalez E and Koch H (2018) An affordance perspective of enterprise social media and 
organizational socialization. Journal of Strategic Information Systems 27(2). Elsevier: 117–138. 
DOI: 10.1016/j.jsis.2018.03.003. 

Li H, He X, Huang L, et al. (2019) Driving the Use of Enterprise Social Media at Work: A Framework 
for Employees’ Adoption. In: Proceedings of the Annual Hawaii International Conference on 
System Sciences, 2019, pp. 187–196. DOI: 10.24251/HICSS.2019.024. 

Lin X and Kishore R (2021) Social media-enabled healthcare: A conceptual model of social media 
affordances, online social support, and health behaviors and outcomes. Technological 
Forecasting and Social Change 166. Elsevier Inc.: 1–15. DOI: 10.1016/j.techfore.2021.120574. 

Majchrzak A and Markus ML (2012) Technology Affordances and Constraints in Management 
Information Systems. In: Encyclopedia of Management Theory. Thousand Oaks, USA: SAGE. 

Majchrzak A, Faraj S, Kane GC, et al. (2013) The Contradictory Influence of Social Media Affordances 
on Online Communal Knowledge Sharing. Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication 19: 
38–55. DOI: 10.1111/jcc4.12030. 

Mansour O, Askenäs L and Ghazawneh A (2013) Social media and organizing - An empirical analysis 
of the role of wiki affordances in organizing practices. International Conference on Information 
Systems (ICIS 2013): Reshaping Society Through Information Systems Design 4: 3470–3488. 

Markus ML and Silver M (2008) A Foundation for the Study of IT Effects: A New Look at DeSanctis 
and Poole’s Concepts of Structural Features and Spirit. Journal of the Association for 
Information Systems 9(10): 609–632. DOI: 10.17705/1jais.00176. 

McGrenere J and Ho W (2000) Affordances : Clarifying and Evolving a Concept. In: Graphics Interface, 
2000. 

Meredith J (2017) Analysing technological affordances of online interactions using conversation 
analysis. Journal of Pragmatics 115: 42–55. DOI: 10.1016/j.pragma.2017.03.001. 

Merolli M, Gray K and Martin-Sanchez F (2013) Health outcomes and related effects of using social 
media in chronic disease management: A literature review and analysis of affordances. Journal 
of Biomedical Informatics 46(6). Elsevier Inc.: 957–969. DOI: 10.1016/j.jbi.2013.04.010. 

Merolli M, Gray K and Martin-Sanchez F (2014) Therapeutic affordances of social media: Emergent 
themes from a global online survey of people with Chronic Pain. Journal of Medical Internet 
Research 16(12): 1–17. DOI: 10.2196/jmir.3494. 

Nagy P and Neff G (2015) Imagined Affordance: Reconstructing a Keyword for Communication 
Theory. Social Media + Society 1(2): 1–9. DOI: 10.1177/2056305115603385. 

Namisango F, Kang K and Beydoun G (2021) How the Structures Provided by Social Media Enable 
Collaborative Outcomes: A Study of Service Co-creation in Nonprofits. Information Systems 
Frontiers: 1–19. DOI: 10.1007/s10796-020-10090-9. 

Neubaum G (2021) “It’s Going to be Out There For a Long Time”: The Influence of Message 
Persistence on Users’ Political Opinion Expression in Social Media. Communication Research 
00(0): 1–25. DOI: 10.1177/0093650221995314. 

Norman DA (1988) The Psychology of Everyday Things. New York, USA: Basic Books. 

Norman DA (2008) The way I see it: Signifiers, not affordances. Interactions 15(6): 18–19. DOI: 
10.1145/1409040.1409044. 



20 
 

O’Connor C and Joffe H (2020) Intercoder Reliability in Qualitative Research: Debates and Practical 
Guidelines. International Journal of Qualitative Methods 19: 1–13. DOI: 
10.1177/1609406919899220. 

O’Leary K, Coulson N, Perez-Vallejos E, et al. (2020) Towards understanding how individuals with 
inflammatory bowel disease use contemporary social media platforms for health-related 
discourse. Computers in Human Behavior 112(June). Elsevier Ltd: 106463. DOI: 
10.1016/j.chb.2020.106463. 

O’Riordan S, Feller J and Nagle T (2016) A categorisation framework for a feature-level analysis of 
social network sites. Journal of Decision Systems 25(3). Taylor & Francis: 244–262. DOI: 
10.1080/12460125.2016.1187548. 

Oeldorf-Hirsch A and Sundar SS (2015) Posting, commenting, and tagging: Effects of sharing news 
stories on Facebook. Computers in Human Behavior 44. Elsevier Ltd: 240–249. DOI: 
10.1016/j.chb.2014.11.024. 

Oostervink N, Agterberg M and Huysman M (2016) Knowledge Sharing on Enterprise Social Media: 
Practices to Cope With Institutional Complexity. Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication 
21(2): 156–176. DOI: 10.1111/jcc4.12153. 

Ostertag SF and Ortiz DG (2017) Can Social Media Use Produce Enduring Social Ties? Affordances 
and the Case of Katrina Bloggers. Qualitative Sociology 40(1). Qualitative Sociology: 59–82. DOI: 
10.1007/s11133-016-9346-3. 

Panda A, Chakraborty S, Raval N, et al. (2020) Affording Extremes: Incivility, Social Media and 
Democracy in the. In: Proceedings of the 2020 International Conference on Information and 
Communication Technologies and Development, New York, NY, USA, 17 June 2020, pp. 1–12. 
ACM. DOI: 10.1145/3392561.3394637. 

Raja-Yusof R-J, Norman A-A, Abdul-Rahman S-S, et al. (2016) Cyber-volunteering: Social media 
affordances in fulfilling NGO social missions. Computers in Human Behavior 57: 388–397. DOI: 
10.1016/j.chb.2015.12.029. 

Ramirez FA (2018) Social media affordances in the context of police transparency: An analysis of the 
first public archive of police body camera videos. Journal of Applied Communication Research 
46(5): 621–640. DOI: 10.1080/00909882.2018.1528622. 

Rice RE, Evans SK, Pearce KE, et al. (2017) Organizational Media Affordances: Operationalization and 
Associations with Media Use. Journal of Communication 67(1): 106–130. DOI: 
10.1111/jcom.12273. 

Rodak O (2020) Hashtag hijacking and crowdsourcing transparency: social media affordances and 
the governance of farm animal protection. Agriculture and Human Values 37(2). Springer 
Netherlands: 281–294. DOI: 10.1007/s10460-019-09984-5. 

Sæbø Ø, Federici T and Braccini AM (2020) Combining social media affordances for organising 
collective action. Information Systems Journal 30(4): 699–732. DOI: 10.1111/isj.12280. 

Seidel S, Berente N, Debortoli S, et al. (2016) Tweeting Like Taylor Swift? Affordances, Status 
Production, and Online Platforms. In: 2016 49th Hawaii International Conference on System 
Sciences (HICSS), January 2016, pp. 1861–1869. IEEE. DOI: 10.1109/HICSS.2016.236. 

Sharma D, Saha B and Sarkar UK (2016) Bridging the distance: The agencement of complex 
affordances on social media platforms. In: 2016 International Conference on Information 
Systems, ICIS 2016, 2016, pp. 1–17. 



21 
 

Siegert S and Löwstedt J (2019) Online boundary work tactics: an affordance perspective. New 
Technology, Work and Employment 34(1): 18–36. DOI: 10.1111/ntwe.12126. 

Siegert S, Holmgren Caicedo M and Mårtensson Hansson M (2020) Boundaryless Twitter Use: On the 
Affordances of Social Media. Social Sciences 9(11): №201. DOI: 10.3390/socsci9110201. 

Smith EE (2016) “A real double-edged sword:” Undergraduate perceptions of social media in their 
learning. Computers and Education 103: 44–58. DOI: 10.1016/j.compedu.2016.09.009. 

Song S, Zhao YC, Yao X, et al. (2021) Short video apps as a health information source: an 
investigation of affordances, user experience and users’ intention to continue the use of 
TikTok. Internet Research 31(6): 2120–2142. DOI: 10.1108/INTR-10-2020-0593. 

Stewart OG (2015) A critical review of the literature of social media’s affordances in the classroom. 
E-Learning and Digital Media 12(5–6): 481–501. DOI: 10.1177/2042753016672895. 

Sun Y and Suthers DD (2021) Cultural affordances and social media. Proceedings of the Annual 
Hawaii International Conference on System Sciences 2020-Janua: 3017–3026. DOI: 
10.24251/hicss.2021.368. 

Sundar SS and Limperos AM (2013) Uses and Grats 2.0: New Gratifications for New Media. Journal of 
Broadcasting and Electronic Media 57(4): 504–525. DOI: 10.1080/08838151.2013.845827. 

Treem JW (2015) Social Media as Technologies of Accountability: Explaining Resistance to 
Implementation Within Organizations. American Behavioral Scientist 59(1): 53–74. DOI: 
10.1177/0002764214540506. 

Treem JW and Leonardi PM (2013) Social Media Use in Organizations: Exploring the Affordances of 
Visibility, Editability, Persistence, and Association. Annals of the International Communication 
Association 36(1): 143–189. DOI: 10.1080/23808985.2013.11679130. 

Vaast E and Kaganer E (2013) Social media affordances and governance in the workplace: An 
examination of organizational policies. Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication 19(1): 
78–101. DOI: 10.1111/jcc4.12032. 

Vaast E, Safadi H, Lapointe L, et al. (2017) Social media affordances for connective action: An 
examination of microblogging use during the Gulf of Mexico oil spill. MIS Quarterly: 
Management Information Systems 41(4): 1179–1206. DOI: 10.25300/misq/2017/41.4.08. 

Valenzuela S, Correa T and Gil de Zúñiga H (2018) Ties, Likes, and Tweets: Using Strong and Weak 
Ties to Explain Differences in Protest Participation Across Facebook and Twitter Use. Political 
Communication 35(1): 117–134. DOI: 10.1080/10584609.2017.1334726. 

Van Osch W, Cherchiglia L, Averkiadi E, et al. (2021) Enterprise Social Media Use in Classroom Team 
Project: A Mixed-Methods Exploration of the Effects of Affordances on Team Productivity and 
Use. In: International Conference on Human-Computer Interaction, 2021, pp. 528–546. DOI: 
10.1007/978-3-030-77750-0_34. 

Vezzoli Y, Vasalou A and Porayska-Pomsta K (2017) Dyslexia in SNS: An exploratory study to 
investigate expressions of identity and multimodal literacies. In: Proceedings of the ACM on 
Human-Computer Interaction, 2017, pp. 1–14. DOI: 10.1145/3134738. 

Walsh MJ and Baker SA (2021) Avoiding conflict and minimising exposure: Face-work on Twitter. 
Convergence: The International Journal of Research into New Media Technologies 0(0): 1–17. 
DOI: 10.1177/13548565211036797. 

Wang K, Tai JCF and Chang HL (2021) Influences of place attachment and social media affordances 
on online brand community continuance. Information Systems and e-Business Management 



22 
 

19(2). Springer Berlin Heidelberg: 459–493. DOI: 10.1007/s10257-019-00418-7. 

Weber MS and Haseki M (2019) Social media affordances and sequential use to engage clients 
during the sales process. International Journal of Electronic Commerce 25(1): 73–98. DOI: 
10.1080/10864415.2021.1846855. 

Wellman B (2001) Physical Place and Cyberplace: The Rise of Personalized Networking. International 
Journal of Urban and Regional Research 25(2): 227–252. DOI: 10.1111/1468-2427.00309. 

Yeshua-Katz D (2021) The role of communication affordances in post-traumatic stress disorder 
facebook and whatsapp support groups. International Journal of Environmental Research and 
Public Health 18(9). DOI: 10.3390/ijerph18094576. 

Zammuto RF, Griffith TL, Majchrzak A, et al. (2007) Information Technology and the Changing Fabric 
of Organization. Organization Science 18(5): 749–762. DOI: 10.1287/orsc.1070.0307. 

Zhao X, Sosik VS and Cosley D (2012) It’s complicated: How romantic partners use Facebook. 
Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems - Proceedings: 771–780. DOI: 
10.1145/2207676.2207788. 

Zheng Y and Yu A (2016) Affordances of social media in collective action: The case of Free Lunch for 
Children in China. Information Systems Journal. DOI: 10.1111/isj.12096. 

 


	DEF_Caratula_Article_Postprint_en + copyright author
	Final-Version
	1. Introduction
	2. Methodology
	2.1. Literature review
	2.2. Coding procedure

	3. Affordances in social media research: review and discussion
	3.1. Areas of application
	3.2. Social media platforms
	3.3. Research methods
	3.4. Dominant understanding of affordances

	4. Defining affordances in social media
	4.1. What affordances are not
	4.2. What affordances are
	4.3. Definition of affordances for social media research
	4.4. Definition and the types of affordances

	5. Summary and Conclusion
	6. References


