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Affordance Theory

Gibson, 1979, The Ecological Approach to Visual Perception

“An affordance is an action possibility formed by the 
relationship between an agent and its environment”



The Affordances of Online Platforms:
Connection



We’ve always lived in public
• Theory of social evolution

• Primates are social creatures
• Social relations are beneficial but 

costly
• Comparative research among hunter-

gatherers  suggests the ‘cap’ is around 150
• NB we will meet many more people 

during our lives
• One study suggests we are able to 

recognize on average 5000 faces.

• But…. What happens if we live in ever 
bigger communities?

https://www.york.ac.uk/news-and-events/news/2018/research/never-forget-a-face/


The Network and the Ego

This is your lecturer as a 2017 Facebook network



“And within a couple weeks, a few thousand people had signed up.”
~ Mark Zuckerberg

Facebook in 2010
Facebook’s mission:
“Founded in 2004, Facebook’s mission is to give people the power to build 
community and bring the world closer together. People use Facebook to 
stay connected with friends and family, to discover what’s going on in the 
world, and to share and express what matters to them.”



Network Society
“A society where the key social structures and 
activities are organized around electronically 
processed information networks. 
So it's not just about networks or social 
networks, because social networks have been 
very old forms of social organization. ”

~Manuel Castells (in Berkeley Globe Trotter)

http://globetrotter.berkeley.edu/people/Castells/castells-con4.html


By Vc20 - Own work, CC BY-SA 4.0, Wiki link

https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=71922428


Network Analysis

• The analysis of relations through graphs at 
the level of individual nodes to give 
insights into structural groups and 
dynamics

• Roots in:
• Network Science (Computer Science)
• Sociology (Sociometrics)

• More on this in Information Visualization



Influencers: a scale-free network view

• Scale-free networks
• Hub formation:

• Time (early = better)
• Preferential attachment

• “Rich get richer”
• Pareto Principle: ‘80% of X have 20% of Y’
• 80% of people i

• ‘Fitness’

• The Robust Structure of the Platform
• The Platform as Agent

Pewdiepie (Felix Kjellberg), first individual to gain 100 million followers



Scale-free Scale-free Networks

Visualization by lecturer, data from ‘List of Social 
Platforms with at least 100 million active users’ 
(source: Wikipedia, retrieved 15-10-2023)

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_social_platforms_with_at_least_100_million_active_users


Twitter X: A 44 billion dollar mistake?

data and analysis by similarweb.com

https://www.similarweb.com/amp/blog/insights/social-media-news/twitter-shrinking/


X: Too big to fail?

Source: Statista

https://www.statista.com/statistics/303681/twitter-users-worldwide/


Platforms and their dynamics of 
scale are here to stay



In this lecture: 
Discussion of and survey data about mental health, including 
mention of suicide and self-harm

Struggling with mental health or well-being in general? You’re not alone!
Leiden University resources available here: tinyurl.com/wellbeing-LU 

Suicide Prevention Helpline The Netherlands (anonymous): Call 113

https://tinyurl.com/wellbeing-LU


Virtual Ethnography

• Ethnography = the study of everyday life as 
practiced by groups of people

• Virtual ethnography = “…” connected through 
digital technologies

• Online Communities: Human social, cultural, and 
biological dynamics in spaces and at networked 
scales never seen before.

Urdu Refugees



The Affordances of Online Platform:  
Anxiety & Isolation



Society, Isolation, and the Individual

Longstanding theory: In our mass societies individuals are becoming 
more and more socially isolated, i.e. have few or no social contacts.

or



Time of the Tribes (Maffesoli 1988)

• Where modernity is failing, people retreat 
not into themselves, but into previous 
organization patterns and dynamics.

•  Neo-tribes:
• Territoriality (gangs, forums, games, etc.)
• “Taste” 
• “Cult of Youth” (Innovation)
• “Bond of the Pact” rather than of “the Contract”

• Platform Cultures

https://sk.sagepub.com/books/the-time-of-the-tribes


“And within a couple weeks, a few thousand people had signed up.”
~ Mark Zuckerberg

Facebook in 2010
Facebook’s mission:
“Founded in 2004, Facebook’s mission is to give people the power to build 
community and bring the world closer together. People use Facebook to 
stay connected with friends and family, to discover what’s going on in the 
world, and to share and express what matters to them.”



https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2021/oct/05/facebook-frances-haugen-whistleblower-regulation












How does the network affect 
our roles?



Are we dividuals?



What do you afford to 
the platform?


	Digital Media, Society, and Culture 
	Affordance Theory
	The Affordances of Online Platforms:�Connection
	We’ve always lived in public
	The Network and the Ego
	Slide Number 6
	Network Society
	Slide Number 8
	Network Analysis
	Influencers: a scale-free network view
	Scale-free Scale-free Networks
	Twitter X: A 44 billion dollar mistake?
	X: Too big to fail?
	Platforms and their dynamics of scale are here to stay
	Slide Number 15
	Virtual Ethnography
	Slide Number 17
	Society, Isolation, and the Individual
	Time of the Tribes (Maffesoli 1988)
	Slide Number 20
	Slide Number 21
	Slide Number 22
	Slide Number 23
	Slide Number 24
	Slide Number 25
	Slide Number 26
	Slide Number 27
	Are we dividuals?
	What do you afford to the platform?

