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Abstract: Information and communication technologies (ICT) are important for people with disability in their day-to-day 
life, as they offer possibilities and opportunities for these people to enjoy a range of new social interactions. In this article 
we examine the affordances of different types of social media and discuss the dichotomy between simplicity of use and 
social presence. Further, we discuss the implications of these affordances for development of public e-services aimed at 
improving the social life of people with disabilities. Our findings show that virtual worlds are the most engaging medium. 
However, other social media can to some extent offer the same affordances for people with disability. We suggest that 
future research should empirically investigate the affordances offered by social media to people with disability and find 
ways of combining the affordance perspective with usability studies to fill the void in the category high social presence/low 
complexity of use. Finally, we present suggestions for development of an e-service that can fill this gap and create a viable 
social medium for people with disability. 
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1. Introduction 

People with disability constitute a large group of the world’s population.   Approximately one billion of the 
world’s population have some type of disability (Krueger and Stineman, 2011).  They experience barriers to 
social inclusion and entering the work force and are less likely to have interpersonal relationships outside of 
family ties (Ballin and Balandin, 2007).  The feeling of being treated as different and not perceived as equal is a 
challenge.  This sentiment is due to society regarding people with disability as if impairment in one area of 
function invalidates their ability or access to opportunity in another area (Hammel et al., 2008).  There is a 
need for more public e-services aimed at this group, especially services focusing on accessibility, information 
and communication (Fisher, Peterson and Albert, 2015), Communication is a key issue for people with 
disability (Morgan and Balandin, 1997), as it is an important part of being regarded as a member of a 
community or society; therefore, feelings of exclusion may affect individuals’ ability to communicate and 
become involved (Jackson, 2006).  Information and Communication Technology (ICT) empowers people with 
disability to experience independence, social connections, and inclusion in society (Renblad, 2003).  
 
Studies of people with disability in eGovernment tends to focus on web accessibility (Jaeger, 2006). However, 
user-centricity and inclusion have been important eGovernment objectives for almost a decade (Verdegem 
and Verleye, 2009). We therefore argue that there is a need for eGovernment research on how to better 
include people with disability in all aspects of society, and that virtual worlds and other social media can be 
important to achieve this.  
 
A major difference between virtual worlds and other social media is the complexity associated with using the 
systems. Other, non-3D-based social media platforms are easier to use (Cha, 2010). User acceptance studies 
show however; that ease of use is less important than usefulness in determining the use of virtual worlds 
(Fetscherin and Lattemann, 2008). We do not know whether there is a difference between the affordances in 
virtual worlds and in other social media. Thus; our research questions are: 
 
RQ1: How do virtual world affordances compare to other social media affordances? 
RQ2: What are the implications of these differences for the development of eGovernment services supporting 
communication for people with disabilities? 
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To address this question, the research relies on the exploratory, qualitative method. The empirical portion of 
the study was conducted through participatory observation and in-depth interviews; data was collected from 
novice and experienced users of the virtual world Second Life™, as well as from a user study and technical 
capabilities study of social media. Using literature on user complexity and social presence, we outline the 
beginnings of a framework for social media affordances for people with disability and present suggestions for a 
social medium tailored for this group. 

2. Related research 

In this section we provide an overview of research into eGovernment services for people with disabilities, 
showing a research gap related to services aimed at improving the social life of this group. We present the 
affordance perspective to show how the combination of user perceptions and technological capabilities 
together determine the usefulness of a given technology for the user. 

2.1 eGovernment services for people with disabilities 

People with disabilities report feelings of unequal power relations, negative perceptions of ability, lack of 
knowledge and inadequate consultation related to eGovernment services (John and Paul, 2012). While web 
accessibility and usability have been on the agenda for some time (Jaeger, 2006, Huang, 2003), there has been 
little research outside of the health realm aimed at creating services that could improve quality of life for 
people with disabilities. A recent literature review found only 22 previous studies on social media use in the 
broader field of public health, mostly covering the use of Twitter for communication between health 
professionals or health professionals and citizens (Tursunbayeva, Franco and Pagliari, 2017). One study argues 
that the public sector is falling behind when it comes to novel uses of social media applications (Jukić and 
Merlak, 2017). There is, in other words, a gap in literature regarding how to apply social media to increase 
quality of life for people with disabilities. 
 
There are, however, several studies examining the adoption, use and creation of public services, which can act 
as a starting point for developing social media applications for people with disabilities. ALotaibi et al. (2016) 
finds that motivational factors such as virtual presence and identity, accessibility and the interactive attributes 
of social media increase adoption, these factors have also been identified as important for people with 
disabilities (Fisher, Peterson and Albert, 2015). The user-involvement perspective is also found in other 
studies, pointing out the importance of involving users throughout the process in order to create citizen-
centric government. (Holgersson, Axelsson and Melin, 2017). 
 
Mergel and Bretschneider (2013) propose a three-stage model for social media-adoption by government. 
Stage 1 involves informal experiment done by single government entities. Stage 2 develops a more formalized 
process with rules and standards. Stage 3 involves new organizational structures, where technologies are set 
and procedures are formalized. Hoffmann, Lutz and Meckel (2014) expand on the maturity aspect, showing the 
factors that are important for social media use and integration. Organizations need to have leadership support 
and autonomy to develop services, as well as an organizational structure, processes and resources for 
development and maintenance. 
 
More specifically for people with disabilities, previous research found that while it was not an explicit issue in 
many projects, accessibility for people with disabilities was strengthened when there were diverse stakeholder 
groups involved, and stakeholder groups concerned with wider public participation, such as universities and 
health care institutions. Pricing and delivery structure also had implications for whether the service was 
universally designed (Baker, Fairchild and Pater, 2012). 
 
In summary, designing a good service involves a user-centric approach with emphasis on identity, virtual 
presence and interaction, involvement of the correct stakeholders and a proper level of maturity in 
government organizations. As our empirical basis includes the actual users, we propose using the affordances 
perspective to develop an understanding of their needs.  

2.2 Affordances and social affordances 

Psychologist J.J. Gibson was one of the first to define the concept of affordances as all “action possibilities” or 
capabilities latent in the environment. Affordances are objectively measurable and independent of the 
individual’s ability to recognize them. However, there is always a relation to the actors and affordances are 
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thus dependent on the actors’ capabilities (Jones, 2003).  Affordances are not there waiting to be utilized, they 
must be enacted and realized in practice (Leonardi, 2013), and are subject to constant transformation 
(Glăveanu, 2012).  
 
When technology affords some kind of social practice or interaction, it is defined as  a social affordance (Hsieh, 
2012). Social affordances are the application of perceived capabilities for social practice, and the main 
difference from a “regular” affordance is how the technology facilitates social relationships, groups and 
communities (Sutcliffe et al., 2011). The social affordances lens has been applied to explore the implications of 
interactive ICT use on digital inequality (Hsieh, 2012). 
 
Analyzing technological capabilities, as well as asking how and in what situations certain affordances are 
manifested, provides an understanding of the affordances a technology offers people with disability.  An 
affordance will be identified through how and when various action possibilities are available or unavailable to 
a specific actor in a particular setting (Bloomfield, Latham and Vurdubakis, 2010).    

2.3 People with disability 

The World Health Organization (WHO) defined disability as follows: 
 
“Disabilities is an umbrella term, covering impairments, activity limitations, and participation 
restrictions. An impairment is a problem in body function or structure; an activity limitation is a 
difficulty encountered by an individual in executing a task or action; while a participation restriction is 
a problem experienced by an individual in involvement in life situations.” (WHO, 2015). 

 
One of the difficulties people with disability experience is communication (Milner and Kelly, 2009). 
Communication is intrinsic to being connected and feeling part of a community or society, consequently 
communication impairments can give rise to feelings of exclusion from being an active citizen (Jackson, 2006).  
Community inclusion and being part of society are realized to some extent by having the opportunity to talk 
and interact with a partner, friends and others in the community (Milner and Kelly, 2009). 
 
Another challenge for people with disability is the feeling of being treated as different, of not being seen as 
equal to their non-disabled peers (Hammel et al., 2008).  Society treating people with disability as if 
impairment in one area of function invalidates their abilities or access to opportunity in another area is a 
concern (Hammel et al., 2008).   

2.4 Social media 

Social media is defined as “a group of Internet-based applications that build on the ideological and 
technological foundations of Web 2.0, and that allow the creation and exchange of User Generated Content” 
(Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010). Figure 1 shows an overview of social media, based on the abilities for self-
presentation and self-disclosure inherent in the medium. As this study is aimed at examining how people with 
disability can use technology to be more integrated in society, we have chosen to focus on social media with a 
medium to high level of social presence and a high level of self-presentation. 
 

 

Figure 1: Overview of social media. From Kaplan and Haeinlen (2010) 

Three-dimensional social virtual worlds such as Second Life present similarities to the physical world. The 
environment offers people the opportunity to be relatively anonymous. Virtual worlds offer the ability to 
create an avatar that represents the individual controlling it (Stendal, 2014).   



The Electronic Journal of e-Government Volume 16 Issue 2 2018 

www.ejeg.com 150 ©ACPIL 

Virtual worlds are crowded with avatars who can move around (Baker, Wentz and Woods, 2009) and interact 
through text-based chat, voice chat and animations (Fominykh, 2012).  Virtual worlds let people escape from 
physical-world constraints and pursue unique activities in which they meet and interact with new and existing 
friends and networks (Jung and Kang, 2010, Kay, 2007).  Many people spend time immersed in virtual worlds 
because they offer an interactive and unique place (Lim, 2009).  In addition, the virtual world environment 
allows individuals to be aware of information and create identity through the creation of places, objects and 
avatars (Prasolova-Forland, 2012). 
 
Virtual worlds offer a higher level of social presence (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010) but achieving this requires 
careful design considerations. People’s satisfaction with social worlds depends on a mixture of social, place 
and co-presence (Bulu, 2012). The feeling of being somewhere, and being there with someone, allows the user 
to experience a feeling of immersion. Farzan et al. (2011) found similar results in a study of Facebook 
communities. Designs that encourage social relationships between users or emphasize the community aspect 
have more success in creating viable and thriving communities.  

2.5 Complexity and ease of use 

Social media technologies are generally seen as being easy to use and understand (Lane and Coleman, 2012). 
However, there are differences among different categories of social media depending on factors such as the 
complexity and memorability of the interface and the overall satisfaction of using the system. The key factor 
however, is utility. Does the system provide the needed features? The user’s impression of a system’s ease of 
use is influenced by other factors, such as the user’s confidence with technology and the usability rating of the 
system. Users who report low technological confidence are less likely to attempt to use a system with low 
usability (Venkatesh and Davis, 1996). 
 
A more recent study found that telepresence (the sense of being “in” the system) is important for how users 
perceive the system (Kwon and Wen, 2010). Other studies have shown that virtual worlds are less user-friendly 
than other forms of social media (Fetscherin and Lattemann, 2008, Cha, 2010). Simplicity is seen as essential 
for creating social media that are considered easy to use (Constantinides and Fountain, 2008). Finally, there is 
a strong link between affordances and usability. For example, Park and Song (2015) describe a usability-
focused design approach that was tested and found to enhance the affordances of the system being 
developed. 

3. Research approach 

The empirical basis for this article consists of two studies of social media use. The first is an in-depth study of 
how people with disability can use virtual worlds to improve quality of life. The second is a study of social 
media capabilities, conducted as part of a case study on electronic government. 
 
The first study included 11 participants. All participants were over the age of 18, diagnosed with a disability, 
able to give informed consent, had access to and were able to use a computer with broadband.  Over a period 
of 8 weeks in 2011-12, the 11 participants met with the first author in weekly sessions lasting one and a half 
hours and engaged in different activities in Second Life.  In the fourth and eighth week of the study, all 
participants were interviewed about their experiences in the virtual world. The study included both 
experienced and inexperienced users to ensure the data also included long-term effects for people with 
disability. 
 
The second study was part of a case study on social media use in eParticipation, which aimed to conceptualize 
social media as ensemble IT-artefact. For this case the second author conducted seven interviews as well as 
content analysis of social media applications. While a slightly different approach than affordances, the 
ensemble IT-artefact recognizes that technology use is dependent on a combination of the technological 
capabilities and the user’s perceptions and use context (Orlikowski and Iacono, 2001), making the findings 
from this case compatible with the approach used in the first study. 

3.1 Analysis 

Content analysis is used to identify, code and categorize primary patterns in interview and observation data 
(Patton, 2002).  Interview data from the first study were analyzed for different perspectives on common issues 
(Patton, 2002), which were considered important for understanding how people with disability experience the 
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social affordances offered by virtual worlds and provided data on technological capabilities they saw as 
important for social presence and quality of life. Combined with the content analysis of the second study’s 
interviews, we have a comprehensive overview of both social needs and technological capabilities of the 
various social media we examine here. 
 

The second data analysis was conducted using mind-mapping and drawing connections based on the results 
from previous coding to ensure a larger picture and identification of the affordances offered. Using a 
hermeneutic approach is in line with the interpretive research tradition (Walsham, 2006). 
 
The selection criteria for social media was 1) the service should have a medium or high social presence and 
high self-presentation in Kaplan & Haeinlein’s (2010) classification scheme, and 2) the service should be among 
the most used social media sites and globally available (using Alexa.com’s ranking). 
 
The reason for only examining high self-presentation/social presence services is that we believe these to be 
the most relevant services for including people with disability in the wider society, in line with the concerns of 
Hammel et al. (2008).  The reason for focusing on the most popular services in each social media category was 
simply that the chance for finding a community is bigger in a medium with more users. The different social 
media and their differences were presented earlier. 

4. Findings 

In table 1, we present an overview of the six initially identified virtual world affordances and compare these 
with social media.  

Table 1: Virtual Worlds and social media affordances 

Affordance Virtual Worlds Social media 

Communication 
The ability to communicate 
with others through various 
means in the virtual world 

The ability to communicate with 
others, mainly through text. Video 
communication is also possible in 
some Social media channels. 

Mobility 

The ability to move around in 
the virtual environment, 
independent from others and 
physical constraints 

Except for “moving” from one section 
of the site to another, or between 
sites, Social media do not provide this 
affordance. 

Personalization 

The ability to choose what to 
disclose and customize 
representation through an 
avatar 

The ability to choose their online 
identity through selection of topics 
for discussion, the information being 
shared and the images used to 
represent identity. 

Social inclusion 

The possibility to experience 
social inclusion, create and 
maintain friendships, and 
experience close interpersonal 
relationships in the virtual 
world 

The possibility to experience social 
inclusion through connecting with 
others in social networks 

Personal 
development 

The possibility of personal 
growth and learning in the 
virtual world 

The possibility of personal growth and 
learning through content creation, 
discussion.  

Joint activity 
The ability to engage in 
activities together with others 
in the virtual environment 

The ability to engage in activities 
together with others, mostly in text-
based activities.  

4.1 Affordance: Communication  

The “communication” affordance offers the “ability to communicate with others through various means” 
(Stendal, 2014). Communication is known as one of the main challenges people with disability encounter in the 
physical world (Jackson, 2006), which indicates this affordance as an important factor for engaging in virtual 
worlds for people with disability. 
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Virtual worlds offer the affordance communication through both text and voice. For people with a hearing 
impairment, the text feature offered by virtual worlds gives them a new and improved way of communicating 
with a much larger group than they experience in the physical world. While text communication is an 
affordance for people with a hearing impairment, others see the voice feature offered by Second Life as an 
affordance. People with a physical disability hindering their ability to use the keyboard efficiently, find the 
voice feature a very important tool for communication. 
 
Social media can facilitate the affordance of communication for some disability groups. Mainly through text, 
but in some services also through video. For people with a hearing impairment, text-based communication can 
be a rich form of communication. For cognitive disability, a service such as Instagram can be valuable, as it 
offers people a way of expressing themselves through visual means. This would however require some 
preparation and facilitation in setting up and connecting accounts and bringing together people with similar 
disability. Social media do not have a voice feature in the same way as virtual worlds, so people with a physical 
disability would perhaps not see social media as offering this affordance. 

4.2 Affordance: Mobility 

This affordance is defined “as the ability to move around in the environment, independent from others and 
physical constraints” (Stendal, 2014). 
 
Virtual world technologies offer the ability to engage in a wide range of activities relatively free from their 
physical constraints and limitations imposed on them.  The virtual worlds offer people with both physical and 
intellectual disability the opportunity to move around in the environment without being dependent on family 
members or other caregivers.  The affordance of mobility offered by the virtual worlds is a very important 
factor for people with disability. 
 
Social media do not have the same sense of “place” as virtual worlds. Users can move between groups, 
accounts and rooms, and some might see this as the affordance of moving. This would however require a great 
deal of commitment from the user. 

4.3 Affordance: Personalization 

The affordance “personalization” is defined “as the ability to choose what to disclose and customize online 
representation” (Stendal, 2014). In the physical world, people with disability experience prejudice due to their 
disability (Hammel et al., 2008). 
 
Virtual worlds offer a representation of self and there is a relationship between the physical and virtual self, in 
addition to the relationship with others when engaged in the virtual world. The personalization affordance was 
experienced as of great value offered to people with disability.  The ability to choose what to disclose was 
expressed as a great advantage.  Only two of the experienced participants chose to disclose their disability 
through their avatar. 
 
Social media offer people the opportunity to construct their own online identity, or to play with multiple 
identities through different accounts and services. Through the topics they choose to discuss, the information 
they share and the images they use to represent themselves, people with various disability can choose how 
they want the world to see them. In cases of visible disability, social media offers less of a personalization 
affordance as there is no possibility of creating an avatar in the same way as in virtual worlds. 

4.4 Affordance: Social Inclusion 

“The affordance “social inclusion” refers to the ability to experience feeling part of a community, creating and 
maintaining friendships, and experiencing close interpersonal relationships” (Stendal, 2014).  In the physical 
world, people with disability experience challenges when wanting to socialize (Ballin and Balandin, 2007). 
 
Virtual worlds offer the ability to meet as equals, which for people with disability may not be experienced in 
the physical world. One of the main reasons people with disability engage in virtual worlds is the social aspect 
they offer. Creating and maintaining connections, friendships, and close relationships are possible through 
virtual worlds, and the opportunity to communicate through various means (e.g., text and voice) offers people 
with disability a safe environment to explore the social connections they can encounter.  
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Social media offers the same ability to meet other people, create friendships and communicate, without the 
disability being visible in the same way as in the physical world. This is perhaps most true in social networks 
such as Facebook and Google+. However, it might be more of a challenge to create and maintain friendships 
with someone when text is the only communication medium available, and when there is no avatar to 
represent the user.  

4.5 Affordance: Personal Development 

“The personal development affordance is defined as the process of personal growth and learning”  (Stendal, 
2014). Feeling as being part of society and being able to give back and help others is important for people with 
disability in the physical world (Hammel et al., 2008). 
 
Virtual worlds offer environments in which people with disability can be independent of outside assistance 
and take advantage of the mobility affordance.  Through the mobility affordance, people with disability also 
can explore and take advantage of the personal development affordance identified through this research. 
Feeling as being part of society, being able to give back, help others, learning and an increased feeling of well-
being through the virtual worlds, creates an added value for people with disability. 
 
Social media offers different environments, which for some people with disability might offer personal 
development. Instagram can provide a sense of personal development for the visually inclined, and Facebook, 
Google+ and Twitter might provide the same for those who prefer to communicate through text. Especially for 
text-based communication, this requires a certain skill level. People with cognitive disability might not be able 
to crack the social code of Twitter, for example. 

4.6 Affordance: Joint Activity 

The affordance “joint activity” offers “the ability to engage in activities together with others in the online 
environment” (Stendal, 2014). Mennecke et al. (2010) stated the feeling of participating in a collaborative task 
increases the experience of virtual worlds and motivates for continuous use of the technology. 
 
Virtual worlds offer an environment in which the feel of a physical world is present with exception of sense of 
smell or physical touch.  Engaging in activities together with others was reported as an important factor for the 
participants. Over time, the participants began to feel immersed in the virtual world, not simply a person 
controlling the avatar.  Most of the novice participants said they were impressed by the scenery and liveliness 
of the environment. 
 
Social media provides users with some possibilities for joint activities. Most of these are text-based, such as 
discussions in a Facebook post or on Twitter. Instagram could be used for joint activities such as using hashtags 
to create a set of images or videos on a given topic, but again this would depend on the disability, and might 
also require some facilitation by a third party (especially in cases of intellectual disability).  

5. Discussion – towards an affordance framework  

We have examined the affordances offered by social media and virtual worlds for people with disability. As a 
response to Hammel et al.’s (2008) call for research on how to include people with disability in the wider 
society, we have chosen to focus on those social media that provides the combination of high self-
presentation and medium to high social presence. 
 
Our findings show that virtual worlds and social media to some extent can offer the same affordances for 
people with disability. However, for most of the affordances the differences in social presence between virtual 
worlds and other social media could be an indicator that social media presents these affordances to a 
somewhat lesser degree. Virtual worlds present the user with a richer experience, as the user navigates 
through a 3D representation of the physical world. The user also creates a 3D avatar to represent him or 
herself, which acts as a marker of identity. In social media, the user depends a lot more on the content that he 
or she creates and shares to create her own virtual identity and the possibility to move around is limited. As 
Bulu (2012) shows, user satisfaction is connected to social presence, the feeling of being in a “place” and co-
presence with others. The sense of place is perhaps the presence lacking most in social media. Farzan et al. 
(2011) found that social media could create a sense of community as well, but that this requires more work 
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and imagination from the user to be successful. Thus, we argue that for people with disability, virtual worlds 
offer a richer experience due to their 3D immersive environment. On the other hand, social media still 
provides people with disability with some of the same benefits and with less of a barrier to entry. 
 
We propose that social presence is only part of the equation. Equally important is the medium’s complexity of 
use. Earlier studies have shown that virtual worlds are seen as less user-friendly than social media (Fetscherin 
and Lattemann, 2008, Cha, 2010). Simplicity – in terms of easy to understand user interfaces, a limited number 
of features and clear communication of user value is seen as essential (Constantinides and Fountain, 2008). 
This is reflected in the number of users of the different services. Second Life has around 57 million user 
accounts

1
, while social media in total had 2.46 billion users in 2017

2
. A complex system can be a barrier for 

people with a certain disability, thereby excluding them from the affordances offered by the virtual world. The 
screen shots in figure 1 illustrate these differences in complexity between Second Life and Instagram. The 
most and least complex user interfaces in our study. 
 

 
 

Figure 1: Screenshot of second Life and Instagram user interfaces 

Several factors influence this potential complexity barrier. These factors are for example autonomy (Lane and 
Coleman, 2012), user confidence with technology in general (Venkatesh and Davis, 1996), whether the system 
itself provides the primary task the user seeks to accomplish (Gefen and Straub, 2000), as well as the level of 
encouragement from peers and sense of “being in the system” (Kwon and Wen, 2010).  In Figure 2, we present 
a matrix of social presence and complexity of use for the services examined in this paper based on the 
simplicity criteria presented by Constantinides and Fountain (2008) – easy user interfaces, limited number of 
features and communication of user value.  

 

Figure 2: Matrix of social presence and complexity of use 

                                                                 
1http://nwn.blogs.com/nwn/2018/04/second-life-15th-anniversary-infographic.html 
2 https://www.statista.com/statistics/278414/number-of-worldwide-social-network-users/ 
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Second Life presents the highest level of social presence, but is also the most complex service to use, as it 
offers many features and a complex user interface. Second Life has many interface options in the form of 
buttons with unfamiliar symbols, drop-down menus, in-game chat function etc., which for the novice user can 
seem to be a daunting challenge to navigate when first entering the system. The features and options are 
many, and with little prior knowledge or help it can be difficult to answer the popular usability questions “what 
is this, what can I do here?”  There are also additional challenges: You need a computer with enough 
processing power to run a 3D environment, meaning that many people will have to buy new and expensive 
equipment. Creating an avatar and understanding the environment (navigating, interaction with people and 
objects) is also challenging for many people, as this requires both knowledge and time. 
 
Twitter has a lower level of social presence, mainly because users are limited to 140-character messages. We 
argue that Twitter is also a complex system to use effectively, due to culture and language issues that can be 
hard to understand for outsiders (Marwick and Boyd, 2011). Meaningful use of Twitter and other 
microblogging services require great care and effort (Ebner et al., 2010). However, Twitter’s 140 characters 
limits the number of key strokes and makes more rapid communication (Hemsley, Palmer and Balandin, 2013), 
which makes Twitter a suitable medium for people with disability. 
   
Facebook and Google+ are less complex to use than both Twitter and Second Life. You still have to register for 
an account and understand how to navigate the site (Boyd and Ellison, 2007), but there is no single culture to 
contend with, no avatar to create and no learning curve for integrating with objects. It offers a richer social 
presence than Twitter simply because you are not limited to short texts. You can post videos and photos, 
participate in groups and pages for various interests and on various topics and the rules of communication are 
less strict. The user interface is simple, providing you with a news feed and a prompt urging you to share your 
thoughts with the world. The number of features is limited, but to the novice user it can still be challenging to 
tell the difference between friends, pages, groups, events and applications. 
 
Finally, content communities such as Instagram have an even lower complexity of use than Facebook and 
Google+. Access is through a smart phone app, which shows you step by step how to set up your account and 
how to get started with using the service. Social presence is also lower than Facebook, Google+ and Second 
Life, as the user is limited in what she can do with the application (post videos/photos, like and comment, use 
hash tags). For some users, especially those who express themselves visually, this could well be a reason for 
using these services.  

5.1 Propositions for the creation of services aimed at people with disabilities  

The only quadrant that is not represented in our model is the combination of high social presence and low 
complexity of use. As such, there is still room for developing social media that does an even better job at 
providing the affordances needed to help people with disability to be more included. The perfect solution does 
not exist. Instead, users must decide between social presence and complexity, with the more complex virtual 
worlds offering the highest levels of social presence. Thus, we present 5 propositions based on literature and 
the empirical findings presented above, which we hope can aid practitioners and future research endeavours 
in creating services aimed at increasing quality of life for people with disabilities: 
 
Proposition 1: Social media-based services require a mature public organization. As services for people with 
disabilities involves several disciplines (health, communication, IT), maturity should be at least at stage 2 – 
coordinated chaos – in order to experiment with possible new services (Mergel and Bretschneider, 2013). 
 
Proposition 2: Adoption of social media services require virtual presence, identity formation, accessibility and 
interaction (Alotaibi et al., 2016). For people with disabilities, this is even more important (Fisher, Peterson 
and Albert, 2015). 
 
Proposition 3: User-involvement processes are needed to identify the needs of the user group (Holgersson, 
Axelsson and Melin, 2017). 
 
Proposition 4: Designing good services for people with disabilities requires involvement of diverse stakeholder 
groups, especially groups concerned with wider public participation (Baker, Fairchild and Pater, 2012). 
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Proposition 5: Applying an affordance perspective in the user-involvement process helps identify both user 
needs and the technological possibilities of various systems. 
 
Figure 3 summarizes and connects our five propositions. We argue that organizational maturity is an essential 
starting point, as it is highly difficult to achieve anything without this in place. Further, we suggest the four 
remaining propositions are equally important for creating services for people with disabilities.   
 

 

Figure 3: Framework model for creation of services for people with disabilities 

6. Conclusion 

In this paper, we have applied the concept of social affordances to virtual worlds and other social media. Our 
findings show that while many of the same affordances exist, social media with a lower social presence might 
not be quite as useful. Further, we have shown how high social presence can be more difficult to use 
compared to media with lower social presence. This indicates that learning and support is needed to take 
advantage of the high social presence medium of virtual worlds. 
 
A limitation of this study is the lack of empirical evidence when comparing virtual worlds with other social 
media. This shows there is a need for future research to tackle this challenge.  In addition, the identified 
affordances may not be the only affordances offered by virtual worlds and other social media. This needs 
further investigation.  We suggest that future research should empirically investigate the affordances offered 
by social media to people with disability and find ways of combining the affordance perspective with usability 
studies to fill the void in the category high social presence/low complexity of use. 
 
Further, future research should focus on specific disability groups and the challenges each of these groups face 
when using and participating through various social media. Finally, we suggest research into how to narrow 
the gap between high complexity and high social presence, to make the most useful channels available for 
more user groups. 
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