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Abstract: This paper aims to analyze the affordances of the digital technology (DT) Google+. The 

analysis process was informed by the theory of affordances. Accordingly, this paper highlighted the 

different types of affordances of Google+ features, i.e., functional, cognitive, physical, sensory, 

emotional, and social. In addition, the authors reviewed Google+ functionalities to identify the 

positive and negative affordances and suggested ways to maximize and minimize them, respectively. 

The affordance analysis revealed many hidden affordances in Google+ features that require special 

attention from educators interested in implementing Google+ features in learning environments. 

Overall, Google+ affordances enable educators to leverage its features for personalized learning, 

learning communities, and as a Learning Management System (LMS).  

 

 

Introduction 
 

In the 21st century, the use of social media became ubiquitous among millennium students. The 2016 ECAR 

Study of Undergraduate Students and Information Technology survey that included 71,641 undergraduate students 

from 12 countries and 183 institutions revealed that the median time students spend on social media platforms is 1-2 

hours daily (Brooks, 2016). Social media are “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 

& Haenlein, 2010, p.61). Social media afford users social interaction, collaboration, and knowledge dissemination 

(Bryer & Zavatarro, 2011). Dabbagh and Kitsantas (2010) classified social media into six categories based on the 

types of social interaction they afford: communication tools, experience and resource sharing tools, social networking 

tools, immersive virtual worlds, web or online office tools, and mobile technologies (p. 164).  

Recent research suggests implementing social media tools in higher education settings and leveraging their 

teaching and learning affordances to (a) increase contacts with peers, faculty, and experts in a field of study; (b) learn 

socially; (c) engage in quality situated learning; (d) acquire motivational support; (e) and utilize technology familiar 

by millennium students (Abdullah, Hussin, Asra, & Zakaria, 2013; Andergassen, Behringer, Finlay, Gorra, & Moore, 
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2009; Czerkawski, 2016; Hall, 2009; Kivunja, 2015). However, implementing social media tools in learning contexts 

is scarce among faculty members in the U.S. The Faculty Survey of Student Engagement (FSSE) reported that only 

7% of students used social networking media very often for courses, while 62% of students never used social 

networking media (FSSE, 2016). 

Interestingly, the FSSE showed that 46% of faculty members believe it is very important to increase contacts 

amongst students from different backgrounds and only 4% of faculty believe it is not important (FSSE Frequencies, 

2016). Social media afford students to learn socially as they communicate and interact with people inside and outside 

higher education settings. Learning socially allows students to gain in-depth understanding of topics as they argue and 

negotiate different perspectives because “knowledge lives in people’s head not in mere words” (Cross, 2007, p. 64). 

Students in the 21st century are no longer questioned about the amount of information they have, rather the types of 

networks they relate to (Cross, 2007). Learning socially means connecting with people to brainstorm innovative ideas, 

gather information, stay updated, adapt to life trends, and create meaningful experiences (Cross, 2007; Vatuiu & 

Udrica, 2013). With that in mind, educators and instructional designers interested in leveraging teaching and learning 

affordances of social media tools in an interactive learning environment should carefully plan learning objectives, 

activities and assessment (Hall, 2009) using sound pedagogical methodologies and learning strategies. The first step 

toward planning an interactive learning environment is to explore and understand the affordances of a preferred social 

media tool.  

The concept of affordance is a basic design principle in human-computer interaction (HCI) and interaction 

design. This concept has been a subject of debate and controversy for two decades. The attribution of the concept of 

affordances is referred to Gibson (Kaptelinin, 2014). Gibson described affordances as possibilities for action, which 

is based on the reaction that occurs between the user and the environments. Gibson indicated that the interaction with 

the environment can only occur through direct perception (Kaptelinin, 2014). Gibson’s theory of affordances deals 

with direct perception of the environment where users correctly pickup information on how to interact with objects 

without the need of signs. The idea of affordances was introduced to the field of design by Norman (1988, as cited in 

Kaptelinin, 2014). Norman (2013) stated that “Affordances provide strong clues to the operations of things” (p.6). In 

2003, Hartson clarified the implementation of affordances in interaction design by differentiating the types of 

affordances into cognitive, physical, sensory, and functional (Hartson & Pyla, 2012). The purpose of this paper is to 

analyze the affordances of Google+ features as social media tools gaining increased attention by educators in higher 

education (Kivunja, 2015; Pilli & Sozudogru, 2012). Google+ is the second most popular social networking tool 

among higher education students (Czerkawski 2016). The affordance analysis of Google+ included definition of 

affordances, background of Google+, the analysis method and results, the positive and negative affordances of 

Google+, suggested educational implications of Google+ in higher education, and the conclusion. 

  

 

Definition of Affordances 
 

“The term affordance refers to the perceived and actual properties of the thing, primarily those fundamental 

properties that determine just how the thing could possibly be used” (Norman, 2013, p. 5). Bower (2008) linked 

learning tasks with learning technologies in an attempt to classify the different e-learning technological abilities 

allowed under functional affordances. These functional affordances or abilities are: (1) media affordances, (2) spatial 

affordances, (3) temporal affordances, (4) navigation affordances, (5) emphasis affordances, (6) synthesis affordances, 

and (7) access-control affordances. Bower (2008) further classified each of the seven functional affordances to include 

specific possible actions or abilities as he called them. For example, the navigation affordance includes browse-ability, 

search-ability, link-ability, and data manipulation-ability.  

 The functional affordances of learning technologies provide multiple levels of interaction among users and 

between users and content, namely, static and collaborative actions (Bower, 2008). Bower (2008) stated that the static 

actions or affordances “allow fixed representations and one-way transmission of information” (p.7). On the other hand, 

the collaborative affordances “allow flexible representations that can be adjusted and shared” (Bower, 2008, p. 7). The 

collaborative affordances are closely related to social affordances mentioned by Bower (2008) and Hartson and Pyla 

(2012), such as social browsing and sharing. The social affordances address aspects of social interaction within 

learning technologies as follows: tagging, activity streams, user profiles and relationships, comments, ratings/votes, 

sharing content, social browsing, social search, interaction, and collaboration (Hartson & Pyla, 2012).  

Bower (2008) applied Gibson’s theory of affordances that is based on fundamental utilities of objects, to talk 

about the functional affordances of learning technologies. Thus, Bower (2008) did not address cognitive, sensory, 

physical, or emotional affordances of learning technologies. In contrast, Hartson and Pyla (2012) provided a thorough 



explanation of cognitive, physical, sensory, and emotional affordances. Hartson and Pyla (2012) asserted that 

cognitive affordances support users’ cognitive actions such as “thinking, deciding, learning, remembering, and 

knowing about things” (p. 644). The physical affordances support users’ physical actions such as “clicking, touching, 

pointing, gesturing, and moving things” (Hartson & Pyla, 2012, p.644). While the sensory affordances support users’ 

sensory actions such as “seeing, hearing, and feeling (and tasting and smelling) things” (Hartson & Pyla, 2012, p.644). 

They defined emotional affordance as user’s life experiences that affect their emotions (Hartson & Pyla, 2012).  

Based on Hartson and Pyla’s (2012) definition of cognitive, physical, and sensory affordances, we believe 

that all Google+ features contain sensory affordances that invoke and support cognitive and physical affordances as 

illustrated in Figure 1. For example, users first “see” an icon of a pencil on Google + platform. Then they might first 

physically “click” on that icon to start typing a post. In other instances, users might engage first in cognitive 

affordances as they “think” about what to type before “clicking” on the icon. Finally, comes the functional affordance 

as users interact with the technology and “share” that post on Google +. All these affordances help create the emotional 

and social experiences of the user. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. The flow of affordances in Google+ features. 

 

 

Background of Google+ 

 
Google+ is a social networking platform that was established in 2011 (Lytle, 2013). It is the second largest 

social media site after Facebook with about 300 million active users (Smith, 2016; Statistics Brain, 2016). Google+ is 

a social layer that Google deployed to help users connect, share, and utilize multiple services simultaneously 

(Wagoner, 2014). The ultimate function of Google+ is “connecting you to other people who are interested in your 

passions” (Wagoner, 2014). To reach this goal, Google+ incorporated multiple features or services under one platform 

such as Hangouts, Communities, and Collections, for agile and easy navigation. As a result, users can review and 

share posts across all features within one platform. In addition, Google+ promotes sharing different types of content, 

e.g., text, videos, images, and links publicly or privately with particular people. The link of Google+ is: 

https://plus.google.com/u/0/ 

Users of Google+ are people from multiple disciplines such as education, health, engineering, design, home 

decorating, entertainment, and science. Statistics Brain (2016) shows that the top users in Google+ are engineering 

and developers, and the top countries using Google+ are the United States and India. The growth rate of Google+ each 

year is about 33%, and the average time spent on Google+ per visit is about three minutes and a half. The highest 

percentage of Google+ users are male. To gain a better understanding about Google+ features and functionalities, we 

reviewed what users said about their experiences using Google+ as discussed next.  

About half of users’ reviews of Google+ (14 out of 29) were comparing its affordances with the functionality 

and usability of Facebook (Parr, 2011; SiteJabber, 2016), the most popular social networking site among millennial 

students (Smith & Borreson, 2010). The reviews highlighted both the positive and negative characteristics of Google+, 

but positive reviews were superior in number. There were 21 positive reviews, only one negative review, and 6 reviews 

included both negative and positive characteristics. Comparing Google+ features with Facebook that results in positive 

feedback indicates superiority of Google+ functionality. The main positive reviews are (1) friendly and clean layout 

of Google+; (2) high privacy and control of user’s account; (3) one platform with a number of features; (4) easy 

navigation across the multiple features within Google+; (5) better than Facebook as it allows grouping people into 

circles; (6) quality user experience based on usability and usefulness; (7) ability to invite up to 10 people in a video 

conference using Hangout; and (8) access to valuable resources with no adds distraction (SiteJabber, 2016). On the 
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other hand, the main negative user reviews are (1) difficulty to locate circles within Google+; (2) obscure levels of 

privacy; (3) fewer users compared to Facebook; and (4) less interesting platform with lesser followers.    

 

 

Analysis Method and Results 
 

To analyze the Google+ features, we used an iterative process of observing, manipulating, exploring, and 

learning about the affordances of Google+ features independently until we reached consensus on categorizing the 

affordances. Instead of following a linear and iterative process to analyze the Google+ affordances, we applied a 

concurrent analysis process, in which we observed, read about, and manipulated Google+ features simultaneously. 

Although there were no instruments used in the analysis process, the iterative method of analysis provided us with 

great insights and experiences interacting with different functions within Google+ features. We utilized Hangout video 

conferencing and Google Docs to discuss initial observation findings. Both team members were new to Google+, 

however, one team member was familiar with Hangouts. Therefore, in order to conduct the analysis, we read weblogs 

about Google+, watched YouTube video tutorials, and tried Google+ features ourselves. We followed each other on 

Google+, created posts, events, circles, collections, and communities as well as followed several communities on 

Google+. We found that Google+ has two functioning versions, a classic and a new. Thus, we decided that each team 

member focuses on observing and utilizing one version to compare and contrast our findings.  

As we became familiar enough with this technology, we started analyzing the affordances using Bower’s 

(2008) functional affordances and Hartson and Pyla’s (2012) social and general affordances, i.e. cognitive, physical, 

sensory, and emotional. We created a table (Table 1) to illustrate Bower’s (2008) functional affordances and Hartson 

and Pyla’s (2012) general and social affordances across the two versions of Google+. To further classify the functional 

affordances based on levels of social interaction, we included static and collaborative affordances as previously 

defined by Bower (2008). We found that Bower’s (2008) classification of functional affordances supported our 

thorough examination of all functional affordances of Google+ features. While Hartson and Pyla’s (2012) general and 

social affordances added another layer to examine user’s cognitive, sensory, physical, and emotional interactions with 

Google+.  

The Google+ features we analyzed are: User Profile, Circles and Streams, Communities, Hangouts and 

Events, Collections, What’s Hot and Hashtags, Notification, and Posts. We prioritized the Google+ features based on 

the level of social connection they afford to Google+ users. We started with User Profile because it is the first and 

main step toward initiating social connections in Google+. The second feature is Circles. It is one of the social layers 

within Google+. Its main function is to group people, communities, and collections into meaningful circles to control 

the flow of content. Google+ Circles allow users to track and view different connections seamlessly via the shape of 

circles. Thus, users would know their connections’ activities in real-time. 

Communities is the third feature because it supports users with shared interests to collaborate on building 

content and context. Hangouts is the fourth feature because it provides video and audio conferencing for maximized 

synchronous cooperation, and Events helps users plan these cooperated events. Hangouts is a synchronous learning 

software. Users with a Google account can access Hangouts and invite group members to join a video or an audio call 

conferences. The fifth feature is Collections. Although it supports individualized content creation, users greatly benefit 

from following each other’s collections and sharing comments. The sixth feature is What’s Hot because it informs 

users about trending posts on Google+. In the classic Google version, What’s Hot can be selected from the main menu. 

In the new Google version, however, What’s Hot is embedded in the Home Stream. The seventh feature is Google+ 

Notification system because it helps users stay up to date with activities in Google+. Even though Google+ post is the 

main communication method in most of these features, e.g., Circles, Communities, Collections, and Events, we 

included it in the list not as the least important function in Google+, rather, we included it separately to highlight the 

fundamental functions of Google+ post. Since Google+ has two functioning versions that convey identical 

functionalities, a classic and a new one, the analysis included the two versions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Main 

Features 

Functional Affordances 

Bower (2008) 

General Affordances 

Hartson & Pyla (2012) 

 

User Profile 
Static: As users first interact with Google+ 

features, they need to write their personal 

profiles and upload an image that represents 

them. Users can control what people view 

and read about their profiles. They can allow 

others to see their followed collections and 

communities, posts, reviews, and photos. 

Users can access their profiles and other 

people’s profiles anytime and anywhere. 

Google+ allows users to know how many 

times their profiles were viewed by others. 

In the profiles page, users can view data 

combined from multiple tools, e.g. all posts, 

collections, photos, videos uploaded in 

YouTube, all their likes, and reviews within 

Google.  

 

Collaborative: The most important 

advantage of Google+ profiles is how others 

can benefit from them. These profiles are 

important medium to search for particular 

people, browse profiles suggested by 

Google+, send messages to people -if 

allowed, and then follow interesting profiles. 

 

Sensory: The user's profile in Google+ is visible to 

the public. The button to the profile is under the 

home menu, and it is noticeable by users. It has a 

written text in prominent color. The profile’s page 

is well organized to help users feel welcome and in 

control of their profiles 

 

Cognitive: All buttons and icons in the profile page 

are clear and understandable to the user so, the user 

knows what to do at the first glance. For instance, 

the posting area, communities, collections, and 

circles are well-defined to allow the user to 

understand, think about, and decide on possible 

functionalities and tasks of these buttons.  

 

Physical: The user can control and update his/her 

personal information on the profile page by clicking 

on the buttons. These buttons are well-designed and 

of adequate size. Additionally, the profile page can 

be accessed easily, which allows the user to 

manipulate the physical affordances among 

communities, collections, posts, and the 

notification. 

 

Social: Setting a user profile in Google+ is the first 

step toward social connections. User profiles afford 

searching for people within Google+ network and 

building meaningful social connections. The 

meaningful social connections are usually based on 

information shared publicly on user profiles.   

 

Emotional: The emotional impacts that are 

supported in user profile include: joy of use, 

desirability, self- identity, pride of ownership and 

self- expression. 

 

Circles 

& 

Streams 

Static: Circles allows users to search for 

family, friends, co-workers and people with 

similar interests and group them into circles. 

Users can also add interesting collections 

and communities into circles. The circles 

can be resized to increase or decrease their 

dimensions based on user’s preference. 

Adding people in circles does not require 

following them. However, following people 

allows for their posts to be visible in one’s 

Home stream. Users can easily move people 

across circles through dragging and 

dropping. They can also hover over a circle 

to focus on people within each circle. Users 

can also configure circle streams option to 

Sensory: The button of circles per se is invisible 

under the “Home” menu. It is accessible through 

“People” button. In Circles page, the buttons to 

organize user’s connections are noticeable and are 

supported with meaningful and adequately sized 

text. Also, the buttons are located on the upper 

toolbar of the Circle page, and so, the user can see 

them easily. In addition, the user can see the 

number of circles each person has joined. The 

circles stream allows users to see posts from their 

circles. All these collective sensory affordances 

allow the user to sense the cognitive and physical 

affordances. 

 

Physical: In the classic version of Google+, the user 



manipulate and browse posts by particular 

circles. When users click on circle streams, 

they can select one circle at a time to read, 

view, watch and share their posts.  

 

Collaborative: Since Google+ Circles is a 

social platform, it allows all people in circles 

to share posts across all of their circles or to 

particular ones. They can write posts, read 

text, view images, watch videos, comment 

on and like posts.  

cannot view his/her group's members inside each 

circle unless he/she points the mouse on the circles 

themselves. As the user points or hover the mouse 

on a circle, he/she can view relevant information 

such as names and profile images. Additionally, the 

user can drag and drop people across different 

circles. Another function of Google+ circles is to 

control the content of one's stream. When users left 

click on a circle, the stream’s content revolves only 

around posts shared by users in that circle. It is the 

operability characteristics of Google+ that helps in 

speeding up the task performance. The user can 

click on each person’s photo to view the number of 

circles he/she is grouped under. Finally, switching 

between circles’ streams is easy. In the new version, 

the physical affordances operate by clicking rather 

than pointing or hovering. For example, users need 

to click on each person’s name to follow or view 

his/her profile. Since the new version does not 

support the shapes of circles to view people within 

each circle, users need to click on a circle in order 

to view list of names under that circle.  

 

Cognitive: The user can identify and remember 

members within a circle through displaying their 

pictures (from sensory affordances). People can also 

be deleted from a circle at any time, which promotes 

flexibility and controls functionalities (physical 

affordances supports cognitive affordances). In 

some cases, the cognitive affordances are hidden 

and the user need to explore them by manipulating 

the physical affordances such as adding a person to 

a circle does not require that person to follow the 

user. Google+ Circles support users as they think 

and decide on types of content to share with 

particular circles. Circles also afford users to think 

about circles to create based on relationship with 

people.    

 

Social: Google+ has the (+1) feature, which is 

similar to the “like” feature in Facebook. Users can 

share content across circles, view people’s profiles 

directly from circles, browse people’s activities 

through circle streams, comment on others’ posts, 

which all encourage social interactions among 

people. 

 

Emotional: The emotional impacts that are visible 

to users in circles include pleasure, fun, joy of use, 

aesthetic, desirability, originality, self-identity and 

pride of ownership.  

 

Communities 
Static: A user can initiate a community with 

configured permissions: public vs private, 

searchable vs non-searchable, permission to 

join vs all can join, post without a review vs 

Sensory: All buttons under communities are visible 

for users and are adequately sized and of 

appropriate colors. Users will be able to view the 

statistics of a community’s activities, such as 



posts require reviews. As stated previously, 

posts can allow for only two types of 

resources. Thus, users can read, write, view, 

and watch posts. They can also comment on 

posts, like and share them via other social 

media like Facebook and Twitter through 

linking to the original post.  

 

Aside from initiating a community, users 

can search for and browse communities 

within Google+ and then follow 

communities they like. Hence, users 

manipulate communities based on topics for 

easy browsing. The search function allows 

users to search for particular topics within a 

community. Users can benefit from the 

tagging option within each community to 

browse posts under a particular tag. 

 

Collaborative: Unlike Google+ 

Collections, in which users create content 

for their collections individually, Google+ 

Communities invites users to collaborate on 

creating content based on a shared 

topic/interest. 

number of discussions, number of best practice 

posts, and number of events that have been created. 

User will notice these activities in red color by 

clicking on them. 

 

Cognitive: When users view the number of times 

the red color appears under each community, they 

will understand the purpose behind making them 

red, which is to draw their attentions to new posts 

in the community. Eventually, the red numbers will 

lead users to click on the buttons (sensory 

affordances support cognitive affordances and 

physical affordances). In addition, conducting 

online discussions and sharing content within a 

community allow users to learn from each other. 

 

Physical: As users click on the Communities 

button from the main navigation menu, they will 

view two main options at the top of the page that 

read: Create a community or Search for a 

community. As a result, users can create a 

community through clicking on that button and 

connect with people with shared interests in any 

aspect. Also, the user can search for communities 

through typing name of a community or topic of 

interest. If users found a community they like, they 

can click on the button that says Join. 

  

Emotional: If the community is private, only 

members of that community can view the posts. 

Thus, the communities influence users’ feelings 

such as engagement with groups, novelty in which 

users can demonstrate subject expertise, and 

awareness about something such as an idea, 

concepts, and devices. Also, communities in 

Google+ has emotional affordances such as fun, joy 

of use, aesthetic, sensation of interaction, self-

expression, feeling of contribution to the world. 

 

Social: The communities in Google+ provide 

opportunities for social interactions with people 

through participation in discussions and online 

events, sharing and liking posts. Also, users can 

receive a notification about any new posts, if they 

have checked on that option 

 

Hangouts 

& 

Events 

Static: Google+ Events helps users plan 

future events either on-site or online events 

through Google Hangout. Users can write an 

event post and share it publicly or with 

particular circles or people. At the same 

time, users can permit other people to invite 

their friends or post images of the event. 

Aside from creating events, users can search 

for events or browse current events posted 

on Google+. Hangout is closely tied to 

Events because users can easily plan an 

Sensory: In Hangouts, the buttons are placed 

horizontally across the page so users would be able 

to view them as soon as they login to Hangouts 

page. The buttons are supported with adequately 

sized texts and appropriate images that illustrate the 

functionality of a call: video call, phone call, and 

message.  

 

Cognitive: Hangouts supports group learning 

experiences by enabling sharing documents and 



online Hangout session through Events. 

 

Collaborative: Google+ Hangout is an 

online platform that allows for synchronous 

video or audio conferencing. Users can 

speak and listen to each other anytime and 

anywhere. They can also chat through 

messages. Hangout provides users the 

option to share their screens while video 

conferencing to view documents or shared 

projects. 

screens, conducting video or audio conferences, as 

well as chatting. The buttons of Hangouts convey 

their meaning. For example, the button with an 

image of a camera and a label of “video call” 

enables a user to understand the functionality of this 

button and the consequences of clicking it, which is 

initiating a video conference.  

 

In addition, Google+ has a main feature operating 

through Hangouts, which is Events. The user can 

create an online event (e.g. online courses) and 

invite people to join it to learn and exchange 

experiences. The user can also record the event and 

share it publicly, and hence, all their connections 

can watch it anytime. By clicking on an event from 

the home menu, a user will see buttons pertaining to 

planning a Hangouts and create events that lead the 

user to understand the button’s meaning and 

functions (from sensory affordances). 

 

Physical: All icons in Hangouts are reliable and are 

of an adequate size. Users can click on the video 

button to make a video conference, click on the 

audio button to make a call conference, or click on 

the message button to send text messages. 

Similarly, by clicking on the buttons of “create 

events” and “plan a hangout”, the event will be 

created and will be made available online for 

registering and joining. 

Emotional/ social: The accessibility feature in 

Hangouts positively contributes to the privacy of 

communication and collaboration among groups. 

Connecting with friends and family through 

Hangouts supports emotional and social 

affordances. The emotional impacts in Hangouts 

include pleasure, fun, joy of use, originality, self- 

identity, self-expression, and engagement. 

 

Collections 

Static: Google+ Collections supports user’s 

personal interests through allowing them to 

search for and browse collections made by 

people with similar interests. Users can 

watch videos, view images, and read text 

posts. These posts can be accessed anytime 

and anywhere, if owners selected public 

sharing.  

 

Collaborative: Users can like and comment 

on a pot, and re-share it, if owners allowed 

that. However, they cannot post on other 

people’s collections. Google+ Collections 

helps users follow and read posts that are 

sorted based on topics.   

 

Aside from reading other people’s 

Google collection is a group of posts around a 

particular topic or a collection of photos that is 

created and managed by one person only. 

 

Sensory: The button of creating a collection is 

visible to all users. The user will view a button that 

says Create a collection and a (+) sign. 

 

Physical: By clicking on the (+) sign, a dialogue 

box will show up. Hence, the user can type to create 

a collection and click on the options of making the 

collection private or visible for the public. 

 

Cognitive: The location and visibility of Create a 

collection button supports users’ ability to 

understand the meaning of this button. Users can 

then engage in thinking about and deciding on a 



collections, users can create their own 

collections on topics they like. They can 

share their collection(s) publicly, with 

circles, or make it private. 

 

topic to create the collection around and whether the 

collection should be made private or public (sensory 

affordances and physical affordances lead to 

cognitive affordances). 

 

Social: Other users may follow, share, or like the 

user’s collection’s posts, however, they cannot post 

in that collection. 

 

Emotional: As users experience Google+ 

collections, they will feel pride of ownership of 

content they created, willingness to show and share 

self-expression and self-identity through topics 

presented, originality of content initiated, coolness 

and desirability to benefit their followers through 

the content they created themselves and shared with 

interested groups and people. 

 

What’s Hot 

& 

Hashtag 

Static: What’s Hot explicitly directs users’ 

attention/focus to particular posts. Users can 

browse the trending feed posts anytime and 

anywhere. Moreover, they can search for 

particular posts through the hashtag feature 

in What’s Hot. Since these posts are similar 

to all Google+ posts, users can read text, 

watch videos, view images, like a post, 

comment on it, and share it. 

 

Collaborative: Google+ What’s Hot feature 

helps users stay up to date with trending 

posts and follow interesting ones.  

 

Sensory: In the front page, the user will notice a 

written text in red that reads “What’s hot and 

recommended”. The user will see the numbers of 

likes “+1” and shared posts under each post. 

Cognitive: What’s Hot allows users to read 

trending posts in Google+ that can contribute to 

learning or thinking about particular hot topics. 

In addition, the hashtag feature within What’s Hot 

is incorporated to allow users to search for popular 

and interesting posts on Google+. The icon of 

“What’s Hot” is a flame of fire. Thus, users can 

“see” it and understand its meaning. The button 

encourages user to click on it and discover trending 

posts in Google+. 

Physical: It is easy to access What’s Hot page and 

all buttons enable users to perform intended actions. 

By typing on the Hashtag field, the user can search 

for any posts or topics. Also, users can like a post 

by clicking on the “+1” button and share a post by 

clicking on the arrow of sharing. 

Social: The user can like and share posts under 

What’s hot with his/ her connections. 

Emotional: Trending posts in What’s Hot have 

emotional impacts on users such as fun, enjoyment, 

and desirability by reading hot posts a round 

particular topics of users’ interest.  

Notification Static: Google+ Notification system helps 

users stay updated with activities across all 

Google+ features. For example, users are 

notified when people follow them. There are 

two methods to receive a notification: emails 

and/or an alert message under the 

notification icon. Google+ allows users to 

configure types of notifications they receive 

from all features within Google+. Users can 

Sensory: Users can easily view received 

notifications and details about new followers, (+1) 

likes and posts.  

 

Cognitive: Users can read the notifications and 

recognize the sender (extended circles, update from 

communities and events). 

 

Physical: After receiving notifications through 



interact with a notification directly from the 

notification message, e.g. they can comment, 

like, share, watch, or view a post or a profile 

of a new follower. 

 

emails or within Google+ page, users can click on a 

particular notification to expand it and read it, 

comment on it, and click on share or (+1) buttons. 

 

Social: The user can send and receive notifications 

and updates from extended circles, communities, 

and events. Google+ notifications include new posts 

that are shared with a user as well as likes from 

people. Sending notifications to extended circles 

can be directly through Google+ or Gmail. 

 

Emotional: Receiving Google+ notifications 

supports the feeling of engagement within Google+ 

community.  

 

Posts 
Static: Posts allow users to: browse existing 

posts, initiate and post a new post, comment, 

share, or like it. To browse posts, users can 

view all posts from the Home stream. Each 

post will include the name of person 

initiated the post, time of posting, name of a 

collection or community if applicable, 

number of likes and shares, and existing 

comments. If the post is a trending one, 

Google+ indicates that through including an 

icon of fire flame above the post. To write a 

post, users can click on the post icon located 

in Home stream. Google+ posts can 

integrate only two types of content 

resources, a text with image, video, link, 

event or poll. 

  

Users have a complete control over who can 

read their posts. Posting can be through 

adding names of people within Google+, 

emails, or selecting options provided by 

Google+. These options include initiated 

circles, communities and collections; 

followed communities and collections; 

extended circles; or public.  

 

Collaborative: users can comment on a post 

if the owner of the post allowed that option. 

Users can also reply to a comment, delete or 

edit their own comments. Sharing a post 

includes the same options under posting a 

new post. Google+ provides users with a 

quick option to re-share a post in their 

collection called collect this post.  

Google+ Post also allows users to like a post 

or as Google calls it (+1). 

 

 

Sensory: The field of writing a post is visible in the 

home page, and the options of the types of content 

that can be posted are organized horizontally in an 

adequate size with text and image buttons. For 

example, to post a video, the user will view a button 

that includes YouTube logo and a text that says 

video. In addition, there is a button on the top 

toolbar in the home page titled Mentions. It is 

similar to post actions and allows a user to post 

content. 

 

Cognitive: The front page of posts is visible to all 

users. At the first glance, the user will understand 

and recognize the functionalities of the field of a 

post. As a result, the user can post and share a 

variety of content, e.g., text, media (e.g. an 

integrated video from YouTube), a link to a website, 

events, and poll (asking people to vote for 

something). To post a video, the user will recognize 

that he/she must click on the video button; and to 

post a photo, he/she must click on the photo button, 

which are the consequence of sensory and physical 

affordances. Writing and sharing a post afford users 

to think about and decide on types of content to 

share. At the same time, sharing posts in Google+ is 

the main medium to disseminate knowledge and 

learn about a particular topic of interest.   

 

Physical: The user can comment on posts by typing 

on the post field under each post and like posts by 

clicking on the (+1) button that is similar to 

Facebook’s Like button. In addition, there are other 

options for posting content, i.e. clicking on the 

Mentions button in the home page. The user can also 

select who can see his/her posts by selecting and 

clicking on particular circles or particular people 

within a circle. Google+ allows users to type 

unlimited number of words. In addition, users can 

search for posts directly within Google+ through 

typing in the search field. 

 



Social: The social affordances are represented 

through comments, likes, and shares. 

 

Emotional: Posting and sharing a variety of 

content in Google+ influence users’ feeling such as 

engagement, pride of ownership, self- expression, 

contribution to the world, joy of use, and aesthetics. 

Table 1: analyzing Google+ features using Bower (2008) and Hartson and Pyla (2012) affordances. 

 

Positive and Negative Affordances of Google+ 

 
The analysis of positive and negative affordances of Google+ was based on our understanding of Bower’s 

(2008) functional affordances and Hartson and Pylas’ (2012) cognitive affordances. We spent days manipulating and 

analyzing Google+ features from the user and designer perspective.  

 

 

Positive Affordances 

    

● A platform built in Google, thus user can invite all contacts who are in Google or have a Google account. 

● Google+ “combines multiple tools [such as Hangout, YouTube, and Google Calendar] to create a mixed 

media learning environment” (Bower, 2008, p. 6). 

● Users have complete control over Google+ followers. 

● Google+ Circles is a unique service among social platforms in terms of grouping people into meaningful 

circles. 

● The layout of Google+ interface is easy to manage and control.   

● Users can determine the level of privacy when sharing posts, and creating collection and communities. 

● Google+ Communities allows people with shared minds to collaborate on building content and context.  

● Google+ Collection encourages users to explore interesting topics individually and share results with circles 

or publicly.  

● Classic Google+ version invites users to try the new version of Google+ through presenting a message at the 

top of the page.  

● It is easy to navigate between the old and new version of Google+. 

● Users can view number of likes, comments and shared links within each post. 

 

 

Maximizing the Positive Affordances 

 

We recommend enhancing Google+ with attributes that allow higher education faculty to use Google+ Collections 

and Communities as a Learning Management System (LMS). For example, supporting the ability to track comments 

based on time would afford an instructor to evaluate students’ comments. Moreover, an instructor would benefit from 

a grading system option in Google+, in which the instructor automatically views posts and comments made by each 

student to assess students’ collaboration in Collections and Communities related to number and quality of content. 

 

 

Negative Affordances 

 
● Discrepancies between the layouts of the classic version of Google + and the new version which can create 

confusion during collaborative work.  

● Google+ has several features in the classic version that are not present in the navigation menu in the new 

version, e.g., Google+ Events, What’s Hot, Hangouts and Pages. However, What’s Hot is imbedded in the 

Home stream in the new version.   



● Viewing circles is not intuitive in the two versions of Google+. Users need to make several steps in order to 

view circles. These steps are: home page > People (from the left side main menu)> Following (from the top 

bar navigation menu in the new version) OR Your Circles (from the top bar navigation menu in the classic 

version).   

● The new version of Google+ does not support the diagram of circles. People within a circle are viewed as list 

of names instead of small circles inside a large one.  

● Posts can include a text with one other type of resource only, e.g., image, video, poll, or link.  

● Google+ features have many hidden functions that new users need time to discover. For example, resizing 

circles to increase or decrease their parameters.  

 

 

Minimizing the Negative Affordances 

 

 Although Google provided users with the two versions to select the one suitable for their needs, switching from 

the classic version to the new version might cause confusion for novice users. Thus, we suggest that Google unifies 

the platform to eliminate possible confusions. The unification process should include the strengths of both versions 

and combine them into one platform. Nonetheless, the most important action a faculty member should apply before 

implementing Google+ in a learning environment is to explain the differences in the “look and feel” between the 

classic and the new versions of Google+. Although the main features are included in the two versions, e.g., User 

Profile, Circles, Communities, and Collections, two features are missing from the new version, which are Hangouts 

and Events. Thus, to minimize possible confusion among students while collaborating on Google+, the instructor 

should inform students about discrepancies between the two versions. Since posts are limited to only two types of 

resources, students interested in posting a video and a photo, for example, can create separate posts for each medium. 

Another option for students is to embed a website link within the text space to be able to include an associated photo 

or video. This way, students can include three types of content: text, link, and video or photo.  

To address the hidden location of circles, we propose adding Circles under the main navigation menu instead of 

including it under People. When users select Circles, they should view the diagrams of circles. In addition, we suggest 

including Circle Streams under Circles since users will readily click on Circles to view updates from people in their 

circles. Indeed, including Circle Streams under Circles is more efficient than providing it as a hidden function. 

Google+ features provide users with a wide variety of control and functionality. This results in many hidden tasks that 

users may not be aware of. For instance, Google Hangouts supports conducting a video conference with up to ten 

people at the same time. Although we conducted an extensive review of Google+ affordances and tested many of 

them, we were not aware of this function until we read about it in one of the user’s reviews and was also mentioned 

by Leone (2013) in her review of Google+.  

Indeed, accounting for usability issues is a challenging task with this large number of hidden tasks. To address 

usability, Google+ developed a step-by-step manual explaining functions within each feature. However, these manuals 

do not cover all possible manipulations such as resizing circles. Thus, users should search for intended tasks if they 

are not included in the manual. To minimize the effect of Google+ hidden functions, particularly within a learning 

environment, users/students can share functions they discover with the rest of the class to inform them about the 

usefulness of these functions. Meanwhile, users/students can create a blog to ask questions about possible 

functionalities of an app. Exchanging information and questions about hidden functions will improve awareness 

among users/students and increase usability of Google+.  

 

 

Implications of Google+ Affordances in Higher Education Learning Environments  
 

Google+ can be implemented in higher education as a LMS since it provides different tools with multiple 

functionalities under one platform, as presented in Figure 2. For example, an instructor can implement Google+ 

Communities to create a learning community for an online or face-to-face course. Through this learning community, 

students collaborate to build content and context in a situated learning environment. Google+ Communities fosters 

students’ ownership of learning as they strive to create a meaningful learning experience that connects life issues with 

class content. Moreover, students can comment on peer posts to advance the learning experience and provide 

constructive feedback.  

 

 



 

Figure 2: affordances provided by Google+ Circles, Communities, Collections, and Hangouts to create a LMS in 

higher education. 

 

 Google Collection allows individual students to build their personal learning environments (PLEs) while 

inviting peers and an instructor to like and comment on their collection of class assignments or projects. Therefore, 

students will be motivated to search for and share quality content that is related to the course subject matter or personal 

interests. Besides using Collection as PLEs, an instructor can implement Collections to support individualized learning 

tasks. Each student would work on a subtopic and investigate it thoroughly to enrich the learning experience for the 

rest of the class. Peers can exchange questions via the comments feature to invoke critical thinking. 

Google+ features such as Hangout and Circles encourage students to build a learning community with peers 

and instructor and share ubiquitous knowledge. With Google Hangout, for instance, students can communicate to 

accomplish a task or a project beyond classroom limitations. “Google+ Hangout [can be used] to brainstorm ideas and 

assign duties and responsibilities and [students] felt this would help eliminate any misunderstandings in the future, 

leading to a feeling of trust within the group” (Clark, Strudler & Grove, 2013, p. 15). Since students can share their 

screen while communicating via Google Hangouts, they can collaborate synchronously on projects. In fact, the ability 

to see peers and the instructor, especially in online courses, promotes social presence for both faculty and students as 

well as eliminates feeling of isolation (Clark et al., 2013). 

Google+ Circles were applied in an online formal education course in a university in Australia (Kivunja, 

2015). The instructor encouraged students to actively participate in Circles and form peer groups or Peer Learning 

Networks (PLNs), minimum 10 in each group. In PLNs, students cooperated to construct their learning experience 

through commenting on the instructor and peers’ posts, searching for related digital knowledge, disseminating 

resources and transferring knowledge to applied practices. Because students voluntarily participated in Circles, they 

actively engaged in discussions and the number of students in each group multiplied. The instructor also encouraged 

students to take photos related to the topic at hand and share them with peers to immerse them in situated learning 

(Kivunja, 2015). 

Oberer and Erkollar (2012) concluded that social media such as Google+ is a promising social platform for 

higher education. It affords multiple possibilities for communications such as posting a variety of content, conducting 

video conferences with the instructor and classmates and following updates from Circles. Additionally, they pointed 

that instructors in higher education can use Google+ as a platform for cross-course communication. In fact, Oberer 

and Erkollar (2012) employed Google+ across three courses: Geographic Marketing (GEOMI) as the main course, 

and Introduction to Marketing and Geographic Information Systems as corresponding courses for 14 weeks. Across-

course streams circles were created to combine the three courses. They designed the course in four main streams 

circles, and added targeted students to circles. They also deployed Google Hangouts in these courses to provide video 

conference communication. Google Hangouts allowed the instructor to provide real time scaffolding for students. 

Furthermore, students used Google Hangouts for group meetings and accomplishing projects. 

 

 

 



Conclusion  
 

  We conducted an affordance analysis of Google+ features that was informed and guided by Bower’s (2008) 

functional affordances and Hartson and Pyla’s (2012) general and social affordances. The affordance analysis included 

all features across the two versions of Google+: User Profile, Circles and Streams, Communities, Hangouts and 

Events, Collections, What’s Hot and Hashtags, Notification, and Posts. During the analysis process, we came across 

additional “abilities” or actions that these features afford, which are comment-ability and like-ability; thus, we included 

them under functional/social affordances. The analysis process helped us examine Google+ affordances thoroughly 

as a native technology. We believe that this analysis will inform educators interested in leveraging Google+ features 

in face-to-face or online learning environments.  

Indeed, the main goal of Google+ is to connect people with shared interests through meaningful ways. At the 

same time, however, Google+ provides users with complete freedom to configure desired privacy options and 

permissible bandwidth for public interaction. With that goal in mind, Google+ combined multiple features under the 

same platform that users can navigate through from one main menu. Each feature is geared toward a particular feature, 

e.g. Hangouts for synchronous conferencing; Collections for individualized content creation and shared comments; 

Communities for shared content creation and comments; and Circles for meaningful connections. These different 

functions encourage users to select the ones they prefer in accordance to their goals.  

Google+ features supported all usability types as defined by Hartson and Pyla (2012). Nevertheless, there 

were a number of hidden affordances educators should account for and address before implementing Google+ features 

in a learning environment. The hidden affordances can lead to learner’s frustration and confusion, especially if not 

familiar with Google+. To guide educators in reviewing affordances of Google+ features, we provided a list of positive 

and negative affordances and how to maximize and minimize each of them respectively. The belief that millennial 

students are tech savvy and thus do not need technical support is a misleading one. Receiving technical support is a 

critical step prior to deploying technologies in courses. In fact, 33% of faculty members who participated in the FSSE 

survey declared that it is very important for them to receive technical support to use technologies in courses, while 

only 10% said it is not important. And when asked about the importance of providing technical support for students 

to implement technology in courses, 37% said it is very important while only 5% said it is not (FSSE, 2016). 

 Exploring affordances of emerging learning technologies is a key component to guide educators and 

instructional designers to apply an iterative cycle of designing sound learning environments as claimed by Dabbagh 

and Bannan-Ritlan (2005). They created a conceptual framework to design online learning environments with three 

key components: learning technologies, instructional and learning strategies and pedagogical models. Because the 

framework is an iterative cycle, educators and instructional designers can start the design with any component as long 

as the selection of one component influences the others. Hence, starting the design process with an analytical review 

of affordances of a learning technology ensures effective learning designs and thus effective learning experiences.    
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