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Mobile technologies such as smartphones and tablets have been rapidly adopted 

worldwide. Mobile media are now the primary online connection for most individuals. 

Despite this rapid rise, theories of how mobile media relate to communication patterns 

and outcomes remain scarce. An affordances approach promises a high-level framework 

for researching how technologies such as mobile media are integrated into routines, 

affecting subsequent patterns of communication. In this article, I first consider the 

theoretical lineage of affordances and how this perspective demonstrates advantages 

from related theories. Second, I draw on affordances to define “communicative 

affordances,” a perspective that takes communication as a central concern. Finally, I 

synthesize literature from mobile communication to formulate a typology of 

communicative affordances of mobile media: portability, availability, locatability, and 

multimediality. Suggestions are then made for research employing a communicative 

affordances framework.  
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Introduction  

 

Early research on cell phones found dyadic communication with close ties through voice and SMS 

texting (Ling, 2004). The “constantly on” connection of mobile media was conceptualized as a meaningful 

shift from previous genres of media (Katz & Aakhus, 2002). These devices evolved into smartphones and 

tablets that provided a wider variety of modes of communication. Most recently, interest has focused on 
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location, enabling individuals to connect the physical and digital social spheres (de Souza e Silva & Frith, 

2012; Farman, 2012; Gordon & de Souza e Silva, 2011) through features such as “geo-tagging" 

(Humphreys & Liao, 2011). It has become clear that mobile media have the potential to alter the form and 

function of communication. Individuals have considerable leverage in how they integrate technologies into 

everyday practices (Oudshoorn & Pinch, 2003), which arise in part out of particular contexts (Nardi, 

1995). Which technologies impact communicative outcomes and why? How do users recognize and take 

advantage of actions that mobile media make possible? Why do possibilities for mobile communication 

differ from those of face-to-face or computer-mediated communication?  

 

Some answers to these difficult questions can be addressed by taking an affordances approach to 

mobile-mediated communication. An affordance refers to the “mutuality of actor intentions and technology 

capabilities that provide the potential for a particular action” (Majchrzak, Faraj, Kane, & Azad, 2013, p. 

39). It is derived from an interaction between an individual’s subjective perception of utility and objective 

qualities of a technology (Gibson, 1986). An affordances perspective negotiates between poles of 

technological determinism (Peter, 2011) and social constructivism (MacKenzie, 1985) and evaluates 

technologies used in real-world contexts. A single technology can result in multiple action possibilities 

because individuals have agency in how they use it (Oudshoorn & Pinch, 2003). These possibilities are 

finite and relatively stable (Hogan, 2009), framing possibilities for action that are triggered in situ. An 

“affordances framework” in communication is therefore partly about how affordances “set limits on what it 

is possible to do with, around, or via the artefact” (Hutchby, 2001, p. 453).  

 

A communicative affordances framework builds on recent work that applied affordances theory to 

describe how technologies such as social media (Majchrzak et al., 2013; Treem & Leonardi, 2012) and 

social network sites (boyd, 2010) alter communication. This article describes this framework in three 

movements. First, I draw on ecological psychology (Gibson, 1986) and communication (Majchrzak et al., 

2013; Treem & Leonardi, 2012), demonstrating the advantages of a communicative affordances 

perspective as compared with other theories. The notion of an affordance has been a topic of interest in 

the last decade of mobile communication (Boase, 2008; Helles, 2013; Katz, 2007; Ruston, 2012). This 

literature is consolidated to propose a set of four communicative affordances of mobile media: portability, 

availability, locationality, and multimediality. Future directions of research involving communicative 

affordances are then suggested.  

 

An Affordance Perspective 

 

James Gibson (1986) defined affordances as related to perceptions of the utility of an object drawn 

from environmental cues. He conceptualized an affordance as relational, triggered by “the particular ways 

in which an actor, or set of actors, perceives and uses [an] object” (p. 145). For example, a single object 

could be interpreted to afford various different uses. A round inflated sphere the size of a ball could be 

said to have an innate quality of “ball-ness.” Kicking or dribbling the ball would each be an equally correct 

interpretation of the affordances of a ball. Affordances in ecological psychology are latent and exist 

between subjective interpretation and objective qualities of an object (Schmidt, 2007). That is, they exist 

separately from perception but are activated by it. Individuals might creatively interpret affordances by 

perceiving different uses, but they do not create affordances in the act of perception. Gibson proposed 
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that perception was unique to particular animal species and derived from observing an object in its 

environment. Perception of utility was immediate—a lizard did not “see” a rock on a sunny day but rather 

“a place to sun myself.” The rock would be said to “afford basking.” A Gibsonian lineage considers seeing 

in one’s environment to be automatically linked with perception of utility. By contrast, Gaver (1991) 

suggests there exist “hidden affordances” that are not perceived but alter utility (p. 80). Norman (1999) 

similarly distinguished between “affordances” and “perceived affordances,” stressing that designers should 

maximize the latter.  

 

A successive wave of interest, mainly among sociologists, was driven by an interest in describing how 

particular technologies shape social action. This work often built on a notion of “social affordances” 

(Bradner, 2001; Wellman et al., 2003). Jeff Boase (2008) defined social affordances as enabling research 

on “how the intrinsic properties of communication technologies may factor into their adoption and use” (p. 

4). His formulation implies a cognitive process where individuals seek a congruency between potential 

actions and the relationships maintained through that technology. boyd (2010) similarly defined 

“structural affordances” as “properties of bits… [that] introduce new possibilities for interaction” (p. 39). 

Hogan (2009) is unique in his use of affordances as an inroad to a cycle of perception and use of 

technology. In brief, technologies are explored and outcomes predicted by individuals (Gaver, 1996), 

informing successive practices drawing on particular affordances. While many differences exist in the 

positions of these scholars, they productively situated affordances within human communication research 

and considered both perception and outcomes of affordances.  

 

Communication scholars further emphasized a relational perspective on affordances (Fulk & Yuan, 

2013; Leonardi, 2013; Majchrzak et al., 2013; Treem & Leonardi, 2012). Affordances are thought to exist 

in the interaction between an individual’s subjective perception of utility and objective qualities of a 

technology. Majchrzak et al. (2013) define affordances as existing “not as latent capability innate to the 

technology, but as a potentiality” (p. 39) activated by certain groups. Indeed, the utility of affordances for 

communication research appears to lie in their intersubjectivity. According to Vitak and Ellison (2012), 

affordances are useful to inform a high-level framework to describe how technology alters communicative 

practices. Context is one factor that affects individuals’ interpretation of technological utility, but it is not 

from context alone that actions (or communicative affordances) emerge. An affordances perspective in 

communication tends to be instrumental and relatively normative, where technologies frame potential 

actions.  

 

Comparing Affordances with Other Theories of Technology Use 

 

An affordance perspective highlights relationships between individuals and technologies in ways 

distinct from other theories. Medium specificity proposes that uses of technology stem from a medium’s 

intrinsic qualities. That is, technology alters the reach and quality of our senses, as a medium alters 

“patterns of perception steadily and without any resistance” (McLuhan & Lapham, 1994, p. 18). Effects of 

technology are immediate and uniform, affecting perception rather than the reverse, leaving little room for 

discussing how individuals interpret technology for various purposes. The perspective of social 

constructivism or “social shaping” (MacKenzie, 1985) focuses on the inverse question: how do social and 

cultural forces influence technology’s development? Generally this work shies away from positivism, 
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considering history too complex to be predictive. While this perspective has been useful for considering 

the dynamics of technological change, social constructivism has been criticized for having an “almost total 

disregard for the social consequences of technical choice” (Winner, 1993, p. 368).  

 

While several quantitative social-scientific theories might be relevant, in the interest of space I 

primarily consider the technology acceptance model (TAM) (Davis, 1989, 1993). Perceived usefulness and 

perceived ease of use are factors developed in TAM that may inform an affordances framework. However, 

in crucial ways, affordances theory addresses several shortcomings of TAM. TAM has been criticized for 

simplicity and lack of a mechanism, relying on behavioral theories such as the theory of planned action 

(Bagozzi, 2007). The outcome of interest is adoption of innovations (leading to acceptance or rejection), 

whereas an affordances approach accepts that individuals can employ a single technology toward different 

goals. TAM tends to focus on cognitive processes resulting in adoption of a technology in particular ways 

such as job-office applications and e-commerce (King & He, 2006). In other words, the primary outcome 

of interest with TAM is how to get a particular population to use technology in a certain way. The question 

with affordances is how a particular technology leads to, or affords, actions that align with practices, 

resulting in altered communication (Treem & Leonardi, 2012).  

 

In summary, medium specificity, social constructivism, and the technology acceptance model are 

not sufficient to explain the ways mobile media alter patterns of communication. Individual agency is 

downplayed in medium specificity theory, which suggests that effects of technologies are widespread and 

immediate. Typically social constructivism follows the social contexts through which technologies arise 

rather than more pragmatic questions of how technologies alter practices. The technology acceptance 

model focuses exhaustively on factors that affect perception of utility, but lacks a theoretical mechanism 

and has been “unable to account for the rich scenarios of local uses that unfolded in the field” (Sun, 2012, 

p. 96). By contrast, a communicative affordances approach pays equal attention to how possibilities for 

communication are perceived and interpreted as on qualities of technology.  

 

Defining Communicative Affordances 

 

Communicative affordances are defined as an interaction between subjective perceptions of utility 

and objective qualities of the technology that alter communicative practices or habits. Extending Hutchby 

(2001), they are “functional and relational aspects which frame, while not determining, the possibilities for 

agentic action in relation to an object” (p. 444). Similar to other scholars (Hutchby, 2001; Ruston, 2012; 

Treem & Leonardi, 2012), I focus on a domain of communication. Communication has been implicit in 

definitions of social affordances that describe how “perceptual cues” (Hogan, 2009, p. 22) enable 

individuals to interpret and act differently on their social networks. Communicative affordances are aligned 

with a relational perspective of affordances focused on actions—“coordinated movements, guided by 

information, in the service of some goal” (Michaels, 2003, p. 138). Communicative affordances involve 

communication in two ways: they are evaluated through communication and successively alter 

communicative practices.  

 

A notion of communicative affordances as developed here can be differentiated from previous 

work linking communication and affordances (Hsieh, 2012). Helles (2013) focused on medium 
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synchronicity and audience characteristics. By comparison, the formulation developed here considers the 

symbolic nature of communication as expressed in practices or habits that are often symbolically 

interpreted. That is, I discuss practices that technologies afford rather than focusing on “effects” of 

particular modalities (Daft & Lengel, 1986). It should also be noted that my typology of mobile media’s 

affordances resembles Ruston’s “critical affordances” of mobile media (2012), although his formulation is 

theoretically distinct; Ruston proposes that affordances “exist in the cultural imaginary” (p. 26) and should 

be used as “tools to critique and analyze” (p. 25). As employed in this article, the concept of 

communicative affordances is oriented towards empirical communication research. In other words, while 

the typology of communicative affordances of mobile media overlaps with Ruston, my formulation of 

affordances is quite different.  

 

A communicative affordances perspective offers several advantages over previous literature for 

discussing the relationship between individual and technological agency. First, it does not privilege either 

technological determinism or social constructivism (Baym, 2010), instead highlighting micro-level 

interactions between social and technical actors (Neff, Jordan, McVeigh-Schultz, & Gillespie, 2012). 

Affordances help researchers navigate a middle ground between perspectives which posit that actions 

result from technology (Winner, 1989) or that social forces alone shape technology’s development 

(MacKenzie, 1985). A communicative affordances approach also focuses on the impact of technology for 

communication beyond purely technological classification schemes or features. An “affordance” is broader 

than the buttons, screens, and operating systems of mobile devices. In other words, communicative 

affordances are high level and not simply “bundles of features” (Faraj & Azad, 2013, p. 255). While a focus 

on features may have advantages for some research (Fulk & Gould, 2009), single features may produce 

only minor meaningful differences in practices and subsequent effects. Features are also constantly in flux 

on platforms such as Facebook, complicating comparative research focused on features. A communicative 

affordances approach also invites historical comparisons between different technological forms. For 

example, Woodruff and Aoki (2004) argue that the rapid adoption of “push to talk” cellular radios is due to 

similar affordances as instant messaging on personal computers.  

 

Communicative affordances provide an inroad to considering habitual use of technologies for 

certain goals. Gibson (1986) linked perception to intrinsic animalistic needs such as hunger and survival, 

which he referred to as being “directly perceived.” A communicative affordances perspective deviates from 

a purely Gibsonian notion of automatically perceived “needs” and opens up discussion to factors affecting 

perception. I suggest that perception of utility is developed in relation to goals rather than animalistic 

needs (Ball-Rokeach, 1985). Communicative affordances likely do not create the goal an individual is 

trying to achieve. Rather, they enable a new way to accomplish it. For example, the practice of sending 

notices to announce the birth of a child used to be accomplished by mail or congregation. In the current 

day the broadcast affordances of social network sites (boyd, 2010) provide a new way to achieve this goal 

(Vitak & Ellison, 2012). Social network sites surely did not create the practice of introducing one’s child to 

a community, nor the meaning that it has for individuals and families. However, it is a more efficient way 

to accomplish that introduction, even as it elicits concerns of visibility and appropriateness that were less 

present in the example of mail, which was not a broadcast medium.  
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Evaluating the utility of digital media for goals is not solely achievable by visual inspection alone. 

Communicative affordances can be uncovered by users (Hutchby, 2001) through learning and tinkering. 

This differs from Gibson’s affordances, partly because he “rejected… external-physical and internal-mental 

processes” as explanatory mechanisms for perception (Greeno, 1994, p. 336). Opening up the question of 

what influences perception, we can conclude that utility for particular goals can be observed, learned, or 

discovered (Hutchby, 2001), affecting successive usage in an ongoing cycle of norms and usage that 

occurs around affordances. Bernie Hogan (2009) similarly suggests that social affordances are derived 

from “cues that connote social structure in such a way that individuals can act on this social structure 

differently” (p. 27). Trial-and-error has long been observed by users in mobile communication (Palen, 

Salzman, & Youngs, 2000). Hsieh (2012) suggests that skills are related to perception of utility and 

technology selection from multiple possible modes of communication. However, creative uses of 

technologies have limits, as users are generally not able to create affordances (Hutchby, 2001).  

 

Affordances are relatively stable in comparison to user practices or habits. Altering 

communicative affordances requires radically altering technology. While a complete consideration of how 

affordances change over time is outside the scope of this article, the following discussion in the context of 

mobile media will help clarify the definition of communicative affordances. Communicative affordances 

generally change through a relatively long-term process related to political economy (Goggin, 2011a). 

Macro entities (such as device manufacturers) tend to control the mainstream adoption of technology and 

manage applications developed for their platforms (Goggin, 2011b). The communicative possibilities of a 

technology may change in response to market demands, technical advances, and feedback from 

consumers (Goggin, 2011a). Two exceptions can be noted: affordances can be created by the designer 

(Murray, 2011) or altered by a hacker (Jordan, 2008). Improving the responsiveness and effectiveness of 

technologies to better address individual needs has long been an interest among designers (Norman, 

2002). While designers create technology from the ground up, hackers are an extreme example of 

technology appropriation (Elgash, Croissant, Di Chiro, & Fouché, 2002). They are able to structurally alter 

technologies—what Elgash et al. (2002) term “reinvention”—rather than just interpret their potential for 

creative uses. Tim Jordan (2008) describes hackers as “warriors of technological determinism” because 

their expertise enables them to alter material properties of technologies, which in turn shape social 

agency.  

 

Communicative Affordances of Mobile Media 

 

Mobile media are a class of mobile devices including cell phones, smartphones, and tablets that 

integrate multimedia (typically a microphone and camera), an always-on network connection, and often, 

the running of mobile software or “apps.” The following typology of communicative affordances was 

synthesized from the previous decade of literature in mobile communication, a sub-discipline of 

communication that has addressed how mobile media augment communication (Table 1). In the process I 

demonstrate how communicative affordances can be conceptualized. This is appropriate, as affordances 

have been suggested as an area of expansion in CMC (Bradner, 2001) and mobile communication (Helles, 

2013). A communicative affordance “frames the practices through which technologies come to be involved 

in the weave of ordinary conduct” (Hutchby, 2001, p. 450). This typology is complementary to those 

proposed for social network sites (boyd, 2010), social media (Majchrzak et al., 2013; Treem & Leonardi, 
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2012), and new media (Hogan, 2009). Because technology may afford multiple uses, examples of 

practices are provisional and are intended to be exemplary rather than exhaustive.  

 

 

Table 1.  Mobile Media Affordances. 

  

Affordance Communicative Practices  Examples from Literature 

Portability • During commute or waiting  

(Bayer & Campbell, 2012; Ito, 

Okabe, & Matsuda, 2005; 

Rheingold, 2002) 

 • Domestic  (Haddon, 2006) 

 • Workplace  
(Wajcman, Bittman, & Brown, 

2009) 

   

Availability  • Multiplexity  (Boase, 2008) 

 • Increased frequency  
(Katz & Aakhus, 2002; Licoppe, 

2004) 

 • Directness  
(Campbell & Park, 2008; Rainie 

& Wellman, 2012) 

   

Locatability • Coordination  
(Ling, 2004; Ling & Yttri, 2002; 

Rheingold, 2002) 

 • Surveillance  (Humphreys, 2007, 2011, 2012) 

 • Locational identity  (de Souza e Silva & Frith, 2012) 

   

Multimediality • Screen sharing  (Brown, Green, & Harper, 2002) 

 • Image production  (Ling, 2008b) 

 • Synchronous video streaming  

(Couldry, 2004; Thorson et al., 

2013) 
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Portability 

 

Mark Weiser (1994) famously wrote that “the world is not a desktop.” In the early 2000s Howard 

Rheingold (2002) marveled at a spectacle that was quite unusual for the period: youth texting on the 

subway, while walking, and throughout the urban spaces of Japan. Portability is the most archetypically 

Gibsonian of the four mobile affordances because it is often evaluated through visual observation. 

Portability is defined as perception of physical characteristics such as size and weight, as well as those 

evaluated through use, such as battery life. These factors lead to use in different places and contexts, as 

mobile devices are easily transported and carried on the body (Ito et al., 2005). Smartphones may now 

have processing power on par with computers, but portability is what fundamentally differentiates mobile 

media from desktops. As Arnold (2003) puts it, “the very point of the mobile phone’s affordances is that 

the user is able to move in the world” (p. 243).  

 

Communicative affordances can range from high to low (Treem & Leonardi, 2012). A devices’ 

affordance of portability similarly ranges from high (smartphone) to low (laptop)—qualities that lead to 

their integration in a variety of social contexts. Tablets are carried and brought out to take a picture, much 

as smartphones are. One might bring a laptop out to the post office, but using a trackpad, keyboard, and 

large screen while standing in line would be awkward, not to mention against social norms. “Wearable” 

technologies have been designed to be even more portable than mobile phones, fitting on the finger, 

around the neck, or on the wrist. Laptops, mobile phones, and wearable technologies can be considered to 

have low, medium, and high degrees of portability, respectively. Portability is most evident in the diverse 

contexts in which mobile media are used, such as in the car (Bayer & Campbell, 2012).  

 

Connections can be drawn with other genres of media that afford portability. For example, the 

book permitted the written word to travel, and also to be used as an object to divide space and attention 

during transit (de Souza e Silva & Frith, 2012). However, media genres prior to cellular phones have not 

generally allowed for bidirectional communication. Portability can be considered to enable other 

communicative affordances. Hogan (2009) notes that affordances can be drawn upon in combination, and 

it might be rare for mobile media users to draw on just one at any given time. For example, a teenager 

might receive a push notification from Facebook’s mobile messaging app as he is out at dinner and take a 

moment to reply, perhaps sharing his reply with a friend. In just this simple act he is drawing on 

communicative affordances of portability and availability.  

 

Availability 

 

Mobile phones were initially thought to enable the potential for “perpetual contact” (Katz & 

Aakhus, 2002) between individuals and their social networks. Yet, the negotiation of availability is more 

subtle (Licoppe, 2004). Strategies of disconnection or partial connection (Light & Cassidy, 2014) on mobile 

media become necessary to navigate being constantly connected. In other words, individuals navigate the 

affordance of availability for specific goals. Availability is, like a radio, “tuned” (Coyne, 2010) within a 

user’s comfort zone. Affordances can make communication possible, but it is up to individuals to use these 

affordances in more or less strategic ways. For example, it’s common for users to turn off push 

notifications from mobile Facebook while leaving voice calling on. In a more subtle example, Quan-Haase 
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and Collins (2008) refer to the technical affordance of availability to describe students’ careful negotiation 

of instant messaging where an away message can be a form of communication (Hogan, 2009). Individuals 

strategically draw on the affordance of availability to produce gradations in how they might be reached. 

Rather than being an “on switch” to constant social interaction, availability is often negotiated and filtered 

in response to changing social contexts.  

 

Mobile media’s communicative affordance of availability can be thought of as a combination of 

multiplexity, direct contact, and increased frequency. Boase (2008) discusses the multiplexity of 

communication on mobile media—where texting, voice calls, and social media are all available 

simultaneously. Individuals maintain an awareness of their connections to different people and tend to use 

multiple modes to connect with individuals to whom they are close (Haythornthwaite, 2005). They may 

only be connected through Facebook with individuals to whom they are not close. Others have noted the 

directness of communication to individuals. That is, contacting individuals through mobile devices is a 

departure from calling from household to household with a landline phone. Finally, mobile media offer 

increased frequency of communication across different physical locations. Licoppe’s (2004) notion of 

“connected presence” captures how mobile media alter the character of communication, which unfolds 

through frequent short bursts rather than longer immersive interactions.  

 

Locatability 

 

Business interest in location started in earnest after restrictions on GPS accuracy were lifted in 

2000 (Goggin, 2011a). GPS-enabled mobile phones enabled new classes of location-based services (LBSs) 

(Wilson, 2012) such as locative and mobile social networks (LMSNs) (de Souza e Silva & Frith, 2010). 

These services were often positioned as enabling fundamentally different forms of communication; as 

Rheingold (2002) observed, "knowing our exact geographic location is one form of context awareness in 

which machines are better than humans” (p. 97). This triggered a wave of interest from scholars curious 

how location delivers new ways for individuals to form relationships and participate in place-making 

activities (de Souza e Silva & Frith, 2012). Location was “still defined by fixed geographical coordinates, 

but they now acquire dynamic meaning as a consequence of the constantly changing location-based 

information that is attached to them” (de Souza e Silva & Frith, 2012, p. 9). Eric Gordon (2008) made an 

ontological argument that location was able to give greater visibility to “local knowledge produced within 

the context of located information” (p. 4). Finally, Jason Farman (2012) used location to enable “site-

specific storytelling”—narratives produced by small groups to encourage reflection.  

 

Location was thought to enable new practices that drew on a layer of digital information that 

existed on top of the offline world. Some scholars were interested in how location enabled impromptu 

meetings (Wilken, 2010) that could scale up to groups or communities. For example, Lee Humphreys 

(2007) suggested check-ins on Dodgeball were a mode of “social molecularization” where individuals come 

together to commune with those around them without previously being close friends. Yet, as Goggin 

(2011a) observes, “many of the enterprises and applications spearheading mobile social software in its 

first decade simply have not survived” (p. 122). They were absorbed by larger companies and their 

locative functionalities incorporated into larger social network platforms and apps that leveraged locative 



1238 Andrew Richard Schrock International Journal of Communication 9(2015) 

features but were not exclusively oriented around the thrill of locative discovery or socialization in new 

groups.   

 

Individuals were interpreting the affordance of locationality quite differently than an industry-

sponsored vision, often aligning with pre-existing practices more so than entirely new ones. Jordan Frith’s 

(2014) work on Foursquare revealed a diverse set of meanings that individuals attach to location. We 

might conclude that individuals maintain a more heterogeneous set of practices with location than 

previously anticipated because the affordance of locatability can be leveraged in a wide variety of ways. 

Further, location is not defined exclusively defined by GPS coordinates. Individuals can and do say where 

they through SMS texting and phone calls (Laurier, 2000) to coordinate meetings (Ling & Yttri, 2002). Yet, 

locative services have not risen to the level of mainstream popularity. Using a locative service to signal a 

desire for informal socialization may be technically possible but cumbersome if location can be easily 

communicated through a statement like “Meet me at 7th and Spring.” Indeed, surveys of everyday 

practices with mobile media indicate that people prefer to informally coordinate with others through voice 

or text (Laursen & Szymanski, 2013) combined with mapping services.  

 

Multimediality 

 

Taking pictures and videos through mobile devices are now a commonplace activity ( Lenhart, 

Ling, Campbell, & Purcell, 2010). People judge smartphones on the quality of their cameras, which was 

first noted in an early study on Keitai in Japan (Ito et al., 2005). Practices with multimedia slowly shifted 

with the introduction of higher-quality cameras. Van Dijck (2008) notes how the “increased deployment of 

digital cameras—including cameras integrated in other communication devices—favours the functions of 

communication” (p. 58). Okabe and Ito (2006) describe three types of practices with images: those for 

personal enjoyment, everyday reporting, and intimate pictures between couples. Even though one might 

have the potential to communicate an image immediately, many prefer to accumulate a larger set of 

images from which to select before posting. The integration of cameras with connected devices 

corresponds with a rise in emotive (Hjorth, 2007) and communicative (Koskinen, 2007) visual 

communication that supplements and extend existing practices. Despite this rise, with few exceptions 

(Koskinen, 2007; Okabe & Ito, 2006) interest from social scientists on visual communication practices has 

been on either its interpretation or its dark side (Ling, 2008b). Notably, mobile multimedia platforms such 

as Vine and Instagram have yet to be fully investigated in communication studies.  

 

Conclusions 

 

This article outlines a theoretical lineage of affordances that can be applied to empirical 

communication research. Mobile media have relatively stable communicative affordances of portability, 

availability, locatability, and multimediality. Communicative affordances are defined as an interaction 

between subjective perceptions of utility and objective qualities of the technology that alter 

communicative practices. That is, communicative affordances are framings for action activated by 

individuals in pursuit of strategic goals. Perceptions of the utility of particular technologies are affected by 

experimentation, social norms, and learned understandings. Over time these may solidify and develop into 

long-term practices. In this way, a communicative affordance perspective balances subjective 



International Journal of Communication 9(2015)  Communicative Affordances   1239 

interpretation and objective qualities of technology in habitual use. Communicative affordances also 

permit discussion of distinctions between mobile media and other forms, as well as continuities with 

historical precedents. As devices become smaller and services increasingly seamless, connecting mobile 

media to communicative practices and subsequent outcomes while taking into account social and historical 

contexts will gain critical importance.  

 

Discussion 

 

Communicative affordances describe the relationship between subjective perception of utility and 

objective qualities of a technology that results in altered communication and subsequent patterns of 

behavior. Affordances help address a theoretical shortcoming in computer-mediated communication (CMC) 

as a whole; as Bradner (2001) has observed, “empirical studies of CMC use which explicitly associate 

social behavior with design features are largely absent” (p. 67). Interest in connecting affordances to 

particular outcomes is gaining traction in communication. A communicative affordance framework might 

form the base of “activity-centric analyses” (Ellison & boyd, 2013) that frame the relationship between 

technologies, practices, and successive outcomes.  

 

Communication scholars should be judicious with their theory building to apply affordances to 

situations involving mediated communication not easily addressed with other theories. That is, affordances 

describe a particular relationship between perception, properties of technologies, and uses. One 

cautionary tale is the uses and gratification approach, which has become a catch-all mass communication 

approach to “active use” of technology (Ruggiero, 2000). Further, an affordances approach should retain 

an emphasis on comparative work and intersubjectivity rather than descend into contextual specificity 

(Suchman, 1987). While affordances might be interpreted in differing ways across sites, cultures, and 

contexts, communication research embraces a search for patterned behavior. Yet, neither should 

affordances refer exclusively to qualities or features of technologies at the expense of real-world practices. 

The power of an affordances approach is in the “fit” between practices and qualities of technologies, as 

interpreted in particular contexts.  

 

Communicative affordances provide a theoretical lineage and framework for empirical research on 

mediated communication more generally, and mobile media specifically. My examples draw on the 

significant lineage of social cohesion in mobile communication. That is, I tend to focus on how 

communicative affordances relate to the creation, maintenance, and dissolution of relationships. This 

decision is not intended to overshadow mobile communication’s interdisciplinarity—spanning mobilities, 

humanist geographies, and infrastructure studies. The typology I have suggested can be traced through 

these areas. It also provides concepts and terminology to discuss adoption of “wearable” technologies 

such as watches and armbands. Rather than assume these forms are entirely new, we should be attentive 

to which affordances carry over from mobile media. A communicative affordances framework provides a 

productive bridge so we can cease treating each shift in form as a radical break from previous 

technologies. Accordingly, a final area of research could be historical. Affordances emerge, are perceived 

by individuals, decline, and even re-emerge in different forms (Woodruff & Aoki, 2004). Practices or habits 

might be traced across time periods to further illuminate how affordances are perceived and integrated 

into technologies.  
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