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Affordances 

Norman (2013) refers to affordance as a relationship. It is the connection between a 

physical object and a person or agent interacting with it. This relationship can vary from person 

to person because it depends on the properties involved with the object and the person (Norman, 

2013). The affordance can be a result of the person’s knowledge or something that they have 

experienced.  

Robert can have a favorite chair at the local coffee shop. He thinks that lavish cushion 

creates the most comfortable place to sit and read. However, when Paul goes to the coffee shop, 

he will not even attempt to sit in that same chair. When he looks at the chair, he sees an unsturdy 

chair with armrests. Paul is an overweight man and he is afraid that if he sits in the chair, the 

armrests will cause him to get stuck, or even worse, the chair will not be sturdy enough to hold 

his weight. He is afraid that it will give out when he sits in it. Paul may or may not have a 

previous experience that has caused this perceived affordance in his mind. Either way, he is 

afraid of either of these scenarios could happen and cause him a lot of embarrassment. This is a 

perfect example of how the same object can have two very different affordances based on the 

person.  

Norman (2013) also talked about how affordances can have signifiers. Even though there 

are no instructions, people can use subconscious signifiers and know what to do. When people 

go to wash their hands, they know what to do based on the shape of the faucet. They do not need 

directions to know whether to push, pull or turn the faucet. Some of this seems like common 

sense, yet, people’s perceived affordances and accessibility laws are something that designers 

need to keep in mind while creating their designs.  
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