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Abstract

This article engages in a methodological discussion on how to consider affordances in the
context of digital environments, focusing on the r/coronavirus community on Reddit. To
underline how affordances might affect social interaction, Reddit and its voting system
offer a privileged ground to observe how social dynamics intersect with technical features
to guide expression. | will consider a vast dataset of comments, including those deleted by
their own authors, through non-participant ethnographic observation and automated text
analysis. It is shown how the r/coronavirus community fluidly negotiates social norms by
enforcing them through affordances, that are employed to sanction social behaviour that
does not conform to broader situated cultural norms. This intertwines with moderation
practices, as they concur to define what is considered socially proper within an
environment, as well as functioning as discursive tools to legitimise a specific view of the
world. Based on this experience, the implications of a mixed methods approach for the
study of online communities are briefly presented, underlining how it might aid reflexivity
for researchers embedded in their research environment.

Keywords: Affordances, Digital platforms, Mixed Methods.

Introduction

Affordances are a constant presence in the research on social media platforms —
and beyond. They are used to refer to specific socio-technical characteristics such
as the like button, as well as to higher level dynamics that platforms enable, such as
“searchability” (Boyd, 2011). Regardless of this ever-increasing popularity applied
to the digital, the concept has been used into the fields of design, communication
studies, human-computer interaction, sociology and more. Despite - or because of -
their ubiquity, the conceptual boundaries of the term are uncertain not only across
fields, but within them: affordances might refer to macro-scale effects or be used to
point at objects, they might simply mediate interaction or strongly constrain it, and
they might refer to the physical or to the digital (McGrenere & Ho 2000; Davis et
al. 2017, Nagy & Neff, 2015; Evans et al. 2017). Social media research is not
exempt from this plurality of interpretations (Bucher & Helmond 2018):
affordances are used in virtue of their ability to mediate between the social and the
technical, and to address the complexities arising at the crease between digital
environments and social agency.

In this article | will consider a methodological approach to consider affordances
in the context of Reddit, by drawing on the relationality between agent and
environment, on intersubjective meaning, and by partially forgoing the socio-
technical approaches that characterize social media scholarship. To this end,
affordances have two functions: they concur in defining contextual social norms, as
well as being means through which different forms of sociality can be enacted. A
similar approach would be to consider the number of likes on a Facebook comment
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not only, amongst other, to represent what is socially acceptable - and conversely
what is likely to be socially sanctioned - but represent a way in which a
groupnegotiates and enforce their vision of the world by making it visible.

1. Affordances

The noun “affordance” has been introduced by ecological psychologist J. J.
Gibson (Gibson 1966). In its original conception, it links an environment to an
actor. Here, affordances are a relational property, one that exists between a living
actor and its surroundings: the environment is not perceived as it is, as a finite
element, but is perceived through the possibilities for action that it provides.
Gibson refers to the environment as being measured in relation to the actor who
inhabits it: different species have different possibilities, and perceive only those
upon which they can, in different ways, interact. Action is based on the context, the
environment and an actor’s perception and intentionality.

Affordances will then be picked up by Donald Norman (1988) and
recontextualized for design studies, paving the way for its application, years later,
in relation to digital environments. The result is a concept less focused on the
interdependence of an actor and its surroundings, and leaning more on the agent
(user) and the abilities of an object to project its potential uses. Despite reframing
most of the intuitions that popularized the original concept, both concepts offer
meaningful insights when considering its application to digital platforms: a
relational approach is useful in alleviating the tension between human and
machine, while Norman’s emphasis on designed cues neatly fit the move to digital
environments and social media. Mostly, however, the focus on perception that
characterised first conceptualization of affordances is useful to understand how
they can affect social action.

1.1 Affordances and sociality

Sociality has historically been present in the conceptualization of affordances,
as “the richest and most elaborate affordances of the environment are provided by
other animals and, for us, other people.” (Gibson, 1979, p. 126). Such a conception
on social interaction will drive two parallel schools focusing on social affordances:
one follows the tradition of ecological psychology, where they are intended as cues
from individuals to which an actor reacts (e.g. body language, or slamming a door,
Loveland, 1991); the other is rooted in Human-Computer Interaction and Design
where, following the intuition put forward by William Gaver (1996), they will
come to represent “the relationship between the properties of an object and the
social characteristics of a given group that enable particular kinds of interaction
among members of that group” (Bradner, 2001).

Social affordances as such fill the gap with previous conceptualizations to
consider digital media, where have been used to refer to the relationship between
technologies, interaction and social context: to point at how social norms,
knowledge and media literacy can affect interaction (Bradner, 2000; Kreijins,
2002; Hsieh, 2012); to consider how the technological features of a communication
medium can be employed by users in a socio-instrumental way (e.g. globalized
connectivity fostering long distance relationships; Wellman et al. 2003); or
implemented as the cues of social environments (Hogan, 2009).
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Attempts to conceptualize sociality and affordances, however, were not limited
to the tradition of social affordances, and were certainly not rare. In fact,according
to some scholars affordances might lean too much on the social, while undermining
technological and structural constraints. This is true for what concerns
communication theory, where “affordances, ironically, most frequently refer to
what users and their sociality get from a technology” (Nagy & Neff, 2015).
Similarly, sociologist lan Hutchby slightly pushes back against social
constructivism, arguing that we can “become too fixated on the social shaping of
technology at the expense of an equally pressing, though differently framed,
concern with the technological shaping of social action” (Hutchby, 2001).While
these represent aptly aimed critiques at the intersection of sociality and technology,
they are arguably nested in a context which tendentially privileges broader
conceptualizations (e.g., macro level) and more theoretically driven approaches,
while considering technology as central. Rather, a subjective point of view and an
empirical focus might prove more useful in considering sociality, especially when
compared to approaches that overemphasize technology or distribute agency, be it
to other human actors (such as designers, see Cirucci, 2017) or non-human actors
(e.g., Actor-Network Theory, see Callon & Latour, 1981). This tension between
sociality and technology will become apparent in the study of digital platforms.

1.2 Affordances and social media

Bucher and Helmond identify two main uses of the concept: high-level and low-
level, with the former describing “dynamics and conditions enabled by technical
devices, platforms and media” (Bucher et al., 2018), the latter considering technical
features of a platform and its interface, such as Twitter’s feed. This fragmentation
is partly due to different objectives: a high-level conception allows to extend
findings, going over a specific platform (Ellison & Vitak, 2015), while a
conception of affordances as features allows to delve deeper into uses, norms and
individual understanding of mediated social action (Hayes et al., 2016). Danah
boyd points at high-level affordances of social networks such as persistence,
replicability, scalability, and searchability (Boyd, 2011); conversely, a low-level
approach sees discrete features as affordances (e.g., Twitter hashtags; Rathnayake
& Suthers, 2018). Different scopes have been considered as well, such as
organizations (Treem & Leonardi, 2013; Wellman, 2001), or the macro-level
effects of mobile media (Schrock, 2015). Concerning individuals, different use of
affordances led to the focus on different aspects,for example in relation to gender
(Schwartz & Neff, 2019), ethnicity (Cirucci, 2017) and geographical and cultural
contexts (Costa, 2018); following a micro approach, the concept developed towards
a focus on practices (Costa, 2018) and first-person accounts (McVeigh-Schultz and
Baym, 2015). When factoring in culture, Nagy and Neff (2015) propose the
concept of imagined affordances, which takes into consideration the expectations,
beliefs, emotions, and perceptions built around technologies by actors. Focusing on
perception allows them to consider for a peculiarity of digital environments, their
dynamicity: “users need to explore mediated environments socially, culturally and
cognitively before they can use them effectively” (ivi, p. 6). At a more general
level, affordances have their own imagery surrounding them and guiding their use
(Bucher, 2017; Nagy & Neff, 2015): they have a discursive and social power (Beer,
2017), in turn affecting social practices (Airoldi, 2020; Shepherd, 2020).

Considering the contribution of affordances inguiding social action and
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practices provides a powerful tool to understand interaction in digital spaces. Let us
consider Reddit: in this instance metrics, algorithms, and groups construct an
intersubjective social reality; a subreddit creates an audience, while algorithms and
metrics order and quantify the “feed”— for both content and comments — effectively
creating a ranking. In a platform that is difficult to navigate, with a set of
intertwining rules differing from the broad website to clusters of communities, and
down to norms of specific subreddits (Chandrasekharan et al., 2018), socio-
technical features provide a way to navigate this complexity. Users leverage
features such as a content’s score to understand the social and cultural norms of a
mediated social context (i.e., they concur to a definition of the situation), for
example by adapting to which type of self-presentation is deemed most appropriate
in a specific page (Kennedy et al. 2016; Horne et al. 2017). Concurrently, other
features such as upvotes and downvotes are employed to promote content deemed
as worthy of visibility (Gaudette et al., 2020) or push what is deemed unworthy
into oblivion (Bucher, 2012). When taken together this might lead, for example, to
the intersubjective negotiation of an ideal body type in communities dedicated to
personal image sharing (Kennedy et al., 2016).

Focusing on a social view of affordances then provides a useful methodological
tool to delve deeper into the Coronavirus subreddit, and into how users define and
manage social norms within it; this means focusing on how features such as the
karma system allows to express social action, making it tangible, and guiding
collective behaviour.

2. Reddit and self-censorship

Reddit is a digital platform or, more specifically, a content aggregator. It is
comprised by thousands of different communities, subreddits, that are created,
managed, and moderated, by its 430 million monthly users (Reddit Inc. 2020).
These subreddits contain a plethora of content: from links, videos, and images to
textual posts, and more, with each submission having its own comment section.
The sorting of every piece of content and of every comment is determined by a
score (the karma score) displayed next to it: this score is determined by users
voting, who collectively determine the visibility (or invisibility) of content. This
voting system affects what is displayed on the feed of the website and is therefore
pivotal in managing the flows of information that constitute the platform.

The combination of its affordances allows for a consistent operationalisation of
shared cultural values and norms, both guided by and guiding social action; this is
exemplified by idiomatic expressions and neologisms that signal and foster
membership among its users and might therefore be promoted (or upvoted) by the
community. Affordances can then build and manage cultural boundaries, as well as
engendering “a space in which alternate viewpoints are discarded” (Massanari,
2015a, p. 92). Following, I will briefly expand on two of the platform’s central
affordances: the subreddit and the karma system.

2.1 The subreddit

Subreddits are digital spaces, created and managed by users. Users create,
moderate, and personalise these communities: as long as they adhere to broader
rules and terms of service imposed by the website, they have a discrete autonomy.
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More than 130.000 communities form the platform, widely ranging in size, topic,
and approaches to content or moderation (Reddit Inc. 2020): memes and digital
culture, mental health, pornography, politics and news, and more. Despite this
multiplicity of topics, subreddits retain a collective imprint, an identity with shared
norms and sensitivity that connect it to the platform as a whole (Singer et al. 2014),
like a diffused “geek sensibility” (Massanari, 2015b); however, they retain
different and often contrasting values: the platform, for example, has been the host
of r/the_donald, a community of almost 800.000 Trump and alt-right supporters
(McLamore, 2020), as well as the 500.000 members of r/sandersforpresident,
supporting Bernie Sanders’ candidacy in the 2020 US democratic primaries.
Thematically close subreddits might differ in audiences, content and culture, based
on goals (self-help versus news in transsexual subreddits, Triggs et al, 2019),
moderation policies (strongly moderated and lightly moderated LGBT
communities, Gibson, 2019), and might have similarities and differences despite
covering tangent topics (e.g., different approaches to mental health, Park et al.,
2018). This balancing of contexts and norms occurs across different communities
as well, leading to self-censorship of information that would clash with established,
situated, social norms.

The subreddit is then considered as a main affordance, both for the identity of
the platform and the relevance in selecting audiences, contents, and their salience;
subreddits have different social and cultural norms, often conflicting with one
another. The same user might have to navigate opposing contexts, using multiple
strategies to adapt to the situation, with one of these strategies being self-censoring
based on a subreddit’s perceived norms (Triggs et al. 2019).

2.2 The Karma System

The karma system is central to Reddit’s functioning and identity. Users can vote
positively (upvoting) or negatively (downvoting) on every comment and
submission: this manages the visibility of content, as the platform promotes
popular content as established through this voting system. Subreddits’ content is
sorted through a series of factors, including the karma score, with the most popular
submissions reaching the frontpage: the feed situated on the homepage of the
website.

Aside from regulating the flows of information on the platform, this feature has
a social function: every user has a karma score visible on their profile, a
cumulative score quantitatively tracking the social interactions through voting. This
poses as an incentive for users to maximize their karma, for example by reposting
previously popular content or by sticking to opinions that are perceived as
dominant (Massanari, 2015b). This intertwines with the subreddit, as different
communities sanction or reward contrasting points of view and different modes of
expression, exerting tangible pressure by leveraging on the karma system.

Affordances then affect the production of content: users express by adhering to
context-specific cultural codes (van der Nagel, 2013), as informed by the karma
system; furthermore, this score has a herding effect, reinforcing collectively shared
social norms (Muchnik et al., 2013; Weninger et al., 2015) and amplifying the
reach of the content supported by cohesive groups of actors (Sheperd, 2020).
Contextual norms drive what gets threatened by algorithmic invisibility (Bucher,
2012), as the audiences socially sanction users by downvoting comments that do
not fit contextually situated cultural norms (Zhang, Keegan, Lv, & Tan, 2020).
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