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Abstract 

The concept of affordance as perceived functionality is well recognized and used in many 

different fields of research, the field of human-computer interaction being one of them. Even 

so, the concept has sometimes been used wrong causing the concept to be heavily debated. 

This paper adds to the discussion by looking into what the relation between perceived 

functionality and restricted functionality is. My research question is: What happens with 

perceived functionality when implementing a complex communication tool by restricting 

functionality? This was examined empirically by conducting interviews with users being 

introduced to a communication tool, while the communication tool was implemented by 

restricting its functionality. Three categories were found in the results: “informing about 

the systems and its functions”, “piloting persons” and “restricting functionality”. It showed 

that perceived functionality was enhanced by the implementation process of restricting 

functionality. This shows that the perceived functionality the user has of a product can be 

enhanced, a result deviating from the quite common understanding that affordance is more 

or less like an on/off stage. To illustrate the change in perceived functionality when 

restricting functionality the Media Richness Theory will be used. 

 

Keywords: Affordance, perceived functionality, complexity, media richness, restricting 

functionality. 

1. Introduction and research question  

In this ever evolving society we tend to depend more and more on IT-solutions i.e. IT-

systems and artifacts, and a successive increase of computer usage within companies in 

Sweden is evident (SCB, 2012). As these IT-solutions evolve, some tend to become quite 

difficult to use since they end up including too much information and too many different 

functions. One of the big struggles faced by designers is creating IT-systems that are complex 

but still easy to learn and use i.e. so that the learnability is high. In trying to do this there are 

some strategies, guidelines and design principles that can be used. One common approach is 

to design for affordance, a concept first coined by Gibson (1977; 1979), but not introduced to 

the field of Human-Computer Interaction (HCI) until two years later, by Norman (1988). 

Affordance means that the properties objects have, give rise to perceived functionality so that 

one knows what actions can be performed with just a look at the product. Take a mug for 

example, it has an ear that proposes actions such as lifting or moving the mug by holding the 

ear. In HCI this is often used when designing systems or artifacts so that they are self-

explanatory, so that you know how to interact with it just by looking at it. One such example 

are doors in public places, they often have a rounded handle when one is supposed to grab 

and pull the door open and a flat plate when to push (Norman, 1988). Another strategy is to 

design IT-solutions based upon mental models since humans always have some kind of 

mental model over how things work (Norman, 1998). Let us take an old fashioned phone for 

example; whatever the brand of the phone is, we know that you are supposed to push the 

buttons with the digits on as to call someone, and that the voice of the person you are 
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speaking with comes out of the top part of the receiver and that you speak into the lower end 

of the receiver, i.e. we have a mental model over how phones work. When designing 

something new, designers can make use of these mental models as to make the users 

understand how to use a product by drawing on previous experiences with similar objects.  

There are many of theories and strategies that make use of the term perceived 

functionality, theories aimed at facilitating the use design. The concept of affordance has in 

some cases drifted away from the original meaning after being used incorrectly (Kaptelinin & 

Nardi, 2012), and throughout the years many people have tried to more closely define and 

explain what affordances are as well as connect it to the field of HCI (Norman, 1999; 

McGrenere & Ho, 2000; Albrechtsen, Andersen, Bødker & Pejtersen, 2001). Therefore the 

concept of affordance is still somewhat vague when it comes to the field of Human-Computer 

Interaction.  

In this paper I present my contribution to the existing body of research, and to the 

ongoing debate on affordance in the field of HCI, focusing on the implementation process 

rather than the design process. My aim is not to clarify nor to redefine the concept, but to 

provide a new way of looking at perceived functionality. My research question is:  

 

What happens with perceived functionality when implementing a complex communication 

tool by restricting functionality?  

 

It seems that the method of restricting functionality when implementing complex IT-systems 

has not been studied to a great extent before, at least not in relation to perceived functionality. 

To answer the research question, I will approach the problem empirically, conducting a case 

study. The notion of media richness will be used as a theoretical framework to better 

understand the implementation process of restricting functionality. 

2. Related research, research on affordance 

According to Kaptelinin & Nardi (2012) the concept of affordance is one of the most 

fundamental ones in the field of Human-Computer Interaction, but yet a very vague one due 

to the ongoing debate about its meaning. Many researches claim that the original theory of 

affordance, coined by Gibson (1986) within his ecological approach to perception, fail to 

include crucial aspects of the term and claim that it is too narrow (Norman, 1999; McGrenere 

& Ho, 2000; Albrechtsen, Andersen, Bødker & Pejtersen, 2001). What Katpelinin and Nardi 

argue for is that Gibson’s theory does exactly what it promises to do but that: 

 

 […] a concept of technology affordances which would adequately serve the 

needs of HCI research and practice can only come about through theoretical re-

grounding, that is, constructing the concept on a different theoretical 

foundation. We propose that a socio-cultural framework be employed for 

understanding technology affordances as possibilities for human actions 

mediated by cultural means. (Kaptelinin and Nardi, 2012 p. 967) 
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Even though the concept of affordance is heavily debated and thereby seems to have gotten a 

diverse meaning over the years, and that some, as seen above, even want a theoretical re-

grounding of the concept, not many seem to question the fact that its core meaning is equal 

to perceived functionality, which will be focused on in this thesis. Yes, people have argued 

that Gibson failed to include some phenomena and aspects of the term and that it needs re-

grounding, even so there still seems to be a common agreement upon the core meaning, i.e. 

that the properties of an object give rise to perceived functionality. 

When it comes to the area of interaction design and evaluation, Hartson (2003) took it 

one step further and identified four types of affordances; cognitive affordances, physical 

affordances, sensory affordances and functional affordances. He defined the four affordances 

as: 

“A cognitive affordance is a design feature that helps, aids, supports, facilitates, 

or enables thinking and/or knowing about something. A physical affordance is a 

design feature that helps, aids, supports, facilitates, or enables physically doing 

something. Functional affordance helps or aids the user in doing something. A 

sensory affordance is a design feature that helps, aids, supports, facilitates, or 

enables the user in sensing (e.g., seeing, hearing, feeling) something.” (Hartson, 

2003 p. 219-222) 

 

Talking about affordance in general, there are many different theories and guidelines to apply 

when designing the properties of an object, when designing products so that they are easy to 

understand and easy to use, i.e. when designing for usability and perceived functionality. 

There are for example guidelines and principles when it comes to human factors, which 

describe different human elements that have to be taken into consideration when designing. 

For example we have the information processing models, which concerns the knowledge of 

how humans perceive, interpret, manipulate and store information, which has proven useful 

when designing for users (Wickens, Lee, Liu & Becker, 2004). These kinds of guidelines exist 

not only in one single area of design, but in many different areas such as designing 

information systems in cars (Campbell et al., 1998; Campbell et al., 1999), physical facilities 

(e.g. McVey, 1990), and easy-to-use things (Norman, 1992). Another example are The Gestalt 

laws (Wertheimer, 1923) which are based on knowledge of human perception and suggest to 

design for proximity, continuity, part-whole relationships, similarity and closure. Further on, 

Benyon (2010) used some well-known principles of good interaction design from Norman 

(1998), Nielsen (1993) and others as a base when coming up with his own design principles 

for designing interactive systems with a human-centered perspective. Another well-used 

theory is Norman’s (1986) Seven Stages of User Activity which also helps in guiding user-

oriented interface design. When it comes to the area of display design Wickens et al. (2004) 

describe 13 different principles that can be categorized into four categories; perceptual 

principles, mental model principles, principles based on attention and lastly memory 

principles under which for example the working memory of human beings is considered. The 

working memory is limited and we can only keep so many items (7 ± 2) within it at once 

which suggests that both the number of and the time to keep alphanumeric items in mind 

should be minimized, i.e. to minimize the working memory load (Loftus et al., 1979).   
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As you can see, there are many different methods, techniques and theories to lean on 

when designing for usability and affordance. After the actual design is created there are still 

things that can be done as to enhance the user’s understanding and acceptance of the system, 

i.e. to introduce the system using certain strategies. The process of the implementation can 

alter the user’s view of the system remarkably. Even so, it has been shown that when 

organizations fail to properly make use of and to reach up to the intended goals of new IT 

systems, the failure often lies in the implementation process, and not in the IT itself (Klein 

and Sorra, 1996). Lucas and Spitler (2000) argue that there is still a need for developing good 

conceptual models concerning the implementation process. One quite early model in the area 

of user acceptance and implementation research is the technology acceptance model (TAM) 

proposed by Davis, Bagozzi and Warshaw (1989). It suggests the possibility for models built 

upon determinants for user acceptance of new technology. A known model for organizational 

change is the three-step model, unfreeze-change-refreeze, proposed by Lewin (1958). Yet 

another model for implementing IT in organizations is the six-stage model (Cooper and 

Zmud, 1990; Gallivan, 2001; Kwon and Zmud, 1987), and it has been created and put into 

relation to Lewin’s three-step model. Together these two models have had a huge impact on 

the common view of organizational change (Burnes, 2004). 

There are more areas, e.g. usability testing and focus groups, which could be seen as 

interesting and somewhat relevant to include in this thesis when talking about 

implementation processes, but since this thesis focuses on the specific relation between 

restricting functionality and perceived functionality these areas will not be elaborated on. 

To be able to answer the research question, and to establish a relation between perceived 

functionality and the varying complexity of systems, which seems to be lacking in today’s 

research, a framework will be used. The framework used is the Media Richness Theory and it 

looks at the degree of complexity and media richness of systems in relation to perceived 

functionality and the users. The framework will be used as a structure for looking at the 

relation between perceived functionality and complexity, rather than using the whole 

framework. The framework makes it possible to look at perceived functionality as something 

scalable, something that can vary, in comparison to looking at it as a state, which seems to be 

the common view in most research. 

3. Theoretical framing – The notion of Media Richness 

In our everyday life we are constantly exposed to information of different kinds. We see 

billboards, commercials on TV, advertisings on the internet, we get phone calls and text 

messages, we hear news on the radio and talk to friends and colleagues; the list can go on 

forever. One of these areas of information exchange is within organizations and it is a crucial 

part of any organization. Simply put, people in an organization need to communicate to one 

another to retrieve and share important information. Daft and Lengel (1986) talk about this 

as the constant and ongoing organizational information processing and argue that this 

information exchange is done to decrease two common contingencies within organizations: 

uncertainty and equivocality. The definition of uncertainty, which comes from the field of 

psychology (Shannon and Weaver, 1949; Garner, 1962), is the absence of information. Daft 
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and Lengel (1986) explained uncertainty by making a metaphor to the game 20 questions. 

One person asks questions and gets yes-no answers in return, as to try and figure out what 

object the other person is thinking about. Uncertainty is decreased the more questions you 

ask. The same is true for organizations; within an organization with high uncertainty workers 

have to ask many questions to get the answers they need and to decrease the uncertainty. 

Then we have the other contingency, equivocality, which means ambiguity. It arises when 

there are several different and contradicting interpretations about an organizational situation 

(Weick, 1979; Daft and Macintosh, 1981). Once again using the 20 questions metaphor; in 

this case these yes-or-no answers are not going to help, they are not going to decrease the 

equivocality. The situation is so poorly defined that one will not know what questions to ask, 

and even if a question was to be asked, an answer would not be given due to the poorly 

defined situation and the contradicting interpretations (March and Olson, 1976).  

In their media richness theory Daft and Lengel (1986) are talking about uncertainty and 

equivocality as two forces that both have value when it comes to explaining information 

processing behavior. When talking about the behavioral outcome of equivocality they say that 

organizational managers exchange views which in turn gives a shared understanding and 

decreases the equivocality; this is used to solve conflicts. On the other hand, the behavioral 

outcome of uncertainty is to retrieve objective information about the world to be able to 

answer more specific questions. 

They go on by saying that organizational information processing can be done using 

different communication media and that they differ in their capacity to process rich 

information. One of the reasons for the differences in the media’s capacity to process rich 

information is the medium’s ability to deliver direct feedback. Other reasons are the number 

of cues and channels utilized, language variety and personalization (Daft and Wiginton, 1979). 

The richest medium is face-to-face, followed by telephone, personal documents such as 

memos or letters, impersonal written documents and numeric documents. 

Figure 1. Media Richness in relation to Complexity of the Information (Daft & Lengel, 1984). 
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So, as the systems become more complex and as it allows the medium to get closer to human-

human communication (as the media richness increases) the system allows for more complex 

information to be transferred and the communication becomes more effective, as seen in 

Figure 1. Putting this in relation to the design principle of reducing complexity, as mentioned 

earlier, one can see that there could be a challenge when deciding at what complexity level a 

system should be placed at. The system should not be too complex to understand and neither 

too simple of a medium since one wants the communication to be as effective as possible.  

To my knowledge, this framework has not previously been used when looking at perceived 

functionality but I find it appropriate to use since I want to see how perceived functionality is 

affected when altering the functionality and thereby also the media richness of a product. 

The next section will look at a case where a system’s functionality is very limited in the 

beginning and where the richness of the medium is enhanced step by step by allowing more 

and more functionality to be used. 

4. Restricting functionality of Lync, the case of Atea 

An IT-consulting company, Atea, in Sundsvall, Sweden, are re-introducing the organizational 

communication system Microsoft Lync (2013) to their client SPV (statens 

tjänstepensionsverk). Lync is a communication tool, created by Microsoft, that lets users 

communicate and share information between one another. SPV has had the system, Lync 

(2010), before but a limited version of it. Atea decided to restrict the functionality during the 

first implementation by deactivating some of its functions. The available functions at that 

time were the chat function and the presence function which let the users to see if their 

colleagues are present at their computer or not (indicated by red, orange or green) and to 

chat with one another by clicking on the person’s name (see picture 1). This was done due to 

two reasons; 1) as to be able to give the best support possible by not including too many 

things at once and 2) to not put too much pressure on the users since they already had to 

learn a lot of new things; their operative system and their Microsoft Office software were 

updated at the same time.  

At the first implementation it was decided that there were going to be an update in the 

future, where some of the locked down functions would be unlocked and ready to use. Where 

we are at now is that 20-30 people, i.e. a pilot group, from the client company are testing a 

new version of Lync (2013) including some of the previously inactivated functions as the rest 

of the company still uses Lync (2010) with just the chat and the presence functions activated. 

The new functions that are now available for the pilot group to test and use are: audio/video 

which allows video conferences and meetings, collaboration (e.g. sharing desktop, 

whiteboard, applications, documents etc.), and federation which means that one can link its 

computer with another user’s computer to let them operate yours. 
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Picture 1. The main view of Lync 2010.                Picture 2. The main view of Lync 2013. 

 

These functions can be reached when holding the mouse over the names in their contact list 

(see picture 2). There are still a few deactivated functions in this new update of the system, 

e.g. Enterprise Voice, dial-in conferencing and persistence chat. The pilot group has gotten 

extensive information about what the system can do and how to make use of the new 

functions. They were invited to a kick-off day where the company presented the new 

functions of the system. The pilot group also got some small assignments as to test the new 

functions of the system, e.g. to call a college using the video chat function and other similar 

tasks. When the new version of the system is to be released to the rest of the company the 

information about the new functions will be presented on the company’s intranet and 

through e-mail and not in person as for the pilot group.  
What makes this case special for Atea is that they usually deliver the systems to their 

clients’ IT-departments, which are then responsible for introducing the system to the rest of 

the company, but now Atea are the ones introducing the system to the actual users i.e. the 

employees of SPV. Since this is fairly new to them they do not have any strategies for how to 

introduce systems like this to the users. My task is therefore to come up with such strategies 
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for how to introduce new IT-systems. These strategies are partially built upon the results 

concerning the widening of the affordance concept and thereafter delivered to Atea. 

Presented in this paper is a more theoretical view of the concept of perceived functionality in 

relation to restricting functionality. 

5. Methodology 

To be able to answer the research question information about the users’ experiences and their 

understanding of the system was wanted. It is not about collecting computer logs or any 

other technical information, but to get information about the users’ perceived functionality. A 

data gathering method suited for this is interviews. Other methods, such as contextual 

inquiries and observations, were considered. Contextual inquiries were not appropriate since 

not all interviewees had their own office (some working in open landscapes) and observations 

would be too time consuming since the usage of Lync potentially could vary from not using 

Lync at all to using it more frequently.  

5.1 Data Gathering 

An empirical study was held as to gain a deeper understanding of the implementation process 

when restricting functionality of this complex communication tool, i.e. Lync. Qualitative data 

in the form of semi-structured interviews (Rogers, Preece and Sharp, 2007) were collected. 

Semi-structured interviews were chosen since I had specific questions I wanted to have an 

answer to, as to being able to answer my research question. I knew that I wanted to know 

what the users thought about the system and the implementation process and how their 

understanding of the system were during the two different implementations of the systems, 

but since I did not want to risk missing any important information that I may not have 

thought asking questions about, I chose to conduct semi-structured interviews. When 

creating the interview questions relevant categories, e.g. restricting functionality, perceived 

functionality, implementation, were first created as to ensure the collection of interview 

material being able to answer my research questions and to provide the IT-consultant 

company with some insight into their implementation process. The interviews were held at 

the IT-consulting company’s clients. Eight people from the pilot group were interviewed. The 

interviews were held in their offices or in a conference room and lasted for 25-40 minutes. 

Notes were taken during all interviews and all interviews were recorded and transcribed. The 

interview questions can be found in appendix A. 

5.2 Participants 

Information about the interviewees can be found in table 1. These participants were chosen 

since they were the ones from the pilot group, a group of approximately 30 people, offering 

their time and help as to participate in the study. The third participant did not know what to 

respond to the question of computer skills, they stated they had high computer skills working 

with Microsoft Word, but not with computers generally. 
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Number of 

participants 

Age Gender Work departments Self-reported 

computer skills 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

55 

32 

56 

28 

55 

40 

40 

51 

Female 

Female 

Female 

Male  

Female 

Female 

Female 

Female 

 

Payment 

Communication 

Administration & Service 

Economy & Operating Control 

Economy & Operating Control 

Employer Services 

Staff & Law 

Company 

7 

9-10 

.. 

8 

8 

8 

7 

9 

 

Table 1. Information about the interviewees. 

5.3 Data Analysis 

The collected data, i.e. the answers to the interviews, were analyzed by going through the 

interview material several times, looking for patterns and emergent categories, as suggested 

by Braun and Clarke (2006) when describing the method of Thematic Analysis. Notes were 

taken during the data gathering and they were gone through several times as to find patterns 

in the material, so were also the recordings of the interviews. One could say that the process 

was a cycle where the material was read/listened to and where it was analyzed, several times. 

Since I created the interview questions out of relevant categories I knew there were going to 

be some categories in the answers as well, but as to be sure not to miss anything I used the 

Thematic Analysis to see what categories emerged. It appeared to be three emergent 

categories i.e. “restricting functionality”, “piloting persons” and “informing about the system 

and its functions”. 

6. Results 

The results are divided into three categories which emerged when analyzing the data, i.e. the 

interview material. Worth mentioning is that the interviews were held in Swedish and that 

the quotations therefore are translated from Swedish into English. 

6.1 Informing about the system and its functions 

Starting from the time of the first implementation of Lync, where the employees got access 

to only the chat and the presence function, many other things were going on as well, they 

updated their e.g. operative system and all Microsoft Office software. Seven of the 

interviewees remember getting general information about the updates, but no specific 

information about Lync and its functions. No one seems to think that it was a big deal getting 

Lync and the possibility to chat with their colleagues. 

Moving on the second implementation of Lync, the updated version including many more 

functions, there was a kick-off day for the pilot group, a day where the company introduced 

the updated system and its new functions and showed how to use them. The interviewees that 
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attended this kick-off day thought it was really good and inspiring but that it could have been 

more adapted to the company’s needs, such as showing only the functions they actually were 

going to use, not all functions the system has, since they are not going to be able to use all of 

them.  

Looking at the implementation process in general, no one seems to see any problems with 

it, but some persons claim, several times, that they (and some of their colleagues too) do not 

understand why they need yet another way of communicating and what good the system will 

do. 

 

“It [the kick-off day] was a little too much vision and too little facts about how 

we actually are going to use it. It was inspiring… absolutely, but I would have 

wanted it a little more suited to what we are actually going to use. Helped us 

put the tool into our daily life. Not talk about everything else the system can do 

since we are not going to use it. Also, they should have tackled the question of 

why we should use it. Still, we are sitting in the same building and can easily go 

to each other and are coming even closer now when we are moving... so I think 

one should have pointed to the advantages and to the need. One needs to explain 

why and what is good.” (Interviewee number 6) 

 

Even though no one seemed to have any major problems with the implementation process 

itself, they mentioned some suggestions for improvements, as to enhance their 

understanding of the product. Half the group would have wanted smaller groups when 

introducing the system, to be able to test the functions extensively and to have the possibility 

of getting help and answers to their questions right away. Some also said they wanted hands-

on information of exactly how the system is supposed to be used in their company as to 

facilitate their daily work, since they, once again, do not quite understand why they need the 

system.  

Moving on to the actual usage of the system. The majority of the group report no technical 

problems when using Lync, everything seems to work fine. However, one reports a problem 

when trying to share a document with a colleague not included in the pilot group. This failed 

due to that only the people in the pilot group have access to that function. 

Almost all interviewees like the interface of Lync, they say it is very intuitive and simple 

and they do not find anything difficult with it. Even so, the majority of the group think it 

would turn to chaos if the system would have been implemented without giving an 

introduction and explanation of its functions. They believe that some technology interested 

people would understand how to use the system, but far from all of the employees.  

 

“[Without any instructions about the system…] it would probably have been 

rather messy. Some embrace it and learn right away, but someone probably has 

to explain so that everyone understands.” (Interviewee number 3) 

 

“Don’t think that I would have figured out all the functions myself [if not given 

any instructions]. But I haven’t actually tried searching for these [now available 
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functions]… I mean, you have to know that they exist to be able to search for 

them. I can still not say that I am sure how to share documents, I guess I have to 

search my way through.” (Interviewee number 7) 

 

What we can see so far is that the pilot group’s perceived functionality of the system has been 

altered and enhanced by initially providing information about the system and its functions. 

In the next section we will look at how the users’ understanding of the system was altered by 

restricting functionality. 

6.2 Restricting functionality 

Restricting functionality refers to an implementation process where functionality has been 

regulated by first disabling functionality giving the users access only a few functions and later 

on activating more functions step by step.  

The process of restricting functionality seems to be appreciated. When they first got the 

system the only functions available were the chat and the presence function which they 

thought was not a big deal and nothing revolutionary. Worth noting is that, at the time of the 

first implementation, two interviewees reported that they knew the system had more 

functions than the chat, this due to the greyed out/inactivated icons in the interface. They 

became frustrated by seeing the system had more functions than were made available to 

them. A couple of years later, during the next update of the system, a lot of new functions 

were made available for the users. The majority of the group feel that they got enough time to 

first become familiar with the chat and presence functions and with the system per se, and 

that the update allowing more functions was not too difficult to comprehend, which it would 

have been otherwise if they had not gotten time to first become familiar with the two initial 

functions. However, three interviewees believe it would not have mattered if they got all 

functions at the beginning or by getting access to them step by step. They believe that the 

people using the functions of the first implementation, i.e. the chat and the presence 

functions, would also have embraced the new functions and started using them and that the 

people not using the first two functions would not have started using the other functions 

either. 

 

“I don’t think it would have been used that much [if they would have gotten all 

functions at the same time]. It took a long time until my closest colleagues 

thought it started to feel natural to use, it was a process there in the beginning, 

and then it was even only the chat. Now the transition gets easier… I mean, 

when you have gotten used to the program.” (Interviewee number 8) 

 

“Then [if they would have gotten all functions at the same time] I think it would 

have been more bothersome. I actually think it is better to implement it stage by 

stage. People need to reflect and to get used to everything.” (Interviewee number 

3) 
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Almost all report that they are glad and excited to have gotten new functions and that they 

are happy being a part of the pilot group as to test the new functions, functions which they 

believe they will use a lot in the future. Even though they seem excited to be able to use new 

functions almost all report that they have not plugged in their own camera which was handed 

to them to be able to make video calls and holding video conferences, i.e. one of the big 

features of the new updated system.  

Lastly, half the interviewees also report that the average age at the company is quite high, 

that the computer skills are quite low and that many of the employees will not put time and 

effort into understanding the system. Even so, some interviewees with an age above average 

reported high computer skills and a daily usage of Lync. 

6.3 Piloting persons 

Piloting persons refers to the process of having a pilot group testing new products before it is 

released to the rest of the population.  

 

More than half of the group report that they believe the concept of having a pilot group is not 

as efficient as it could have been, at least not in this case where they are testing a 

communication tool. They feel that since they are relatively few people in the group they do 

not have enough people to communicate with, making the test period quite hard since they 

have no one to test the system with. What makes it even harder is that the people in the test 

group come from different departments, departments that do not usually communicate on a 

daily basis. They reported that if they would have had some of their close colleagues in the 

group too, they would have wanted and needed to communicate with them, making the use of 

the system more natural. Even so, the same five people later on report that they believe 

having a pilot group is a very good idea, especially to find and eliminate possible bugs and 

problems in the system, and that they would like a pilot group for testing new systems in the 

future as well.  

 

”I believe it is fun that I get to be included and to test from the beginning. But it 

became somewhat of a problem that one doesn’t have that many to 

communicate with. That I cannot test it on a daily basis makes a bit tricky. 

Maybe I should have been able to point out someone that I feel I have a big 

interchange with… someone I work with on a daily basis that also could have 

been a part of the tests. Now it is more that I call just to call because it is to test. 

But I would have liked to test it for real in my real work.” (Interviewee number 

6). 

 

Almost all believe that the rest of the employees i.e. the ones not in the pilot group, will not 

use the system and the new functions the same way as the ones from the pilot group. They 

believe that as the rest of the employees will not get any face-to-face information about the 

system, as the pilot group got, the threshold to acquire the information needed to start using 

the system will be higher and harder to overcome. They therefore believe that only the 

colleagues that are interested in new technology will start using the new functions of the 
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system and that the majority of their colleagues will therefore not start using it, that they will 

not even open the program. 

7. Discussion 

“What happens with perceived functionality when implementing a complex communication 

tool by restricting functionality?”  

 

That is the research question to be answered in this paper. Going through the findings and 

the results we can see that three categories emerged from the results, i.e. informing about the 

system and its functions, piloting persons and restricting functionality.  

7.1 Informing about the system and its functions 

The first category, informing about the system and its functions, falls under the area of 

implementation. According to Klein and Sorra (1996) we know that the right choice of 

implementation process is important since when organizations fail to properly make use of 

and to reach up to the intended goals of new IT systems, the failure often lies in the 

implementation process, and not in the IT itself. That also seems to be the case in this case 

study. All interviewees reported that there have been no problems with Lync and that its 

Graphical User Interface (GUI) is very simple and easy to understand, suggesting the system 

has high affordance. Even so, many of the interviewees do not use Lync on a daily basis. This 

could be due to the lack of information during the first implementation of the system. During 

that time a lot of other updates took place as well, making the information presented very 

general and not specifically about Lync. Since the other updates were major ones, e.g. such as 

their operative system and all Microsoft software, much focus was put upon these, putting 

Lync in the background. If Lync were to be implemented separately and more information 

about it was provided, it would have given the users the opportunity to focus solely on Lync, 

not having to learn many other things at the same time. That in turn could potentially result 

in the system being used more frequently and by more users. It could also have made it easier 

for the users to start using the new functions, i.e. the functions made available during the 

second implementation, since the users would have become more familiar with the system 

right from the beginning making the step to start using new functions a bit smaller. So, this 

confirms Klein and Sorra’s (1996) statement that there are often problems with the 

implementation process and not with the IT itself. 

This also shows that education and information about the system is important during the 

implementation process as to enhance the users’ perceived functionality. It is not only a 

question of making the users understand how to use the product, but also making the users 

understand why they should use it. This suggest that even though the perceived functionality 

of a product is quite high, no one will use it if they do not understand what good it will do for 

them and what the benefits are. 

So, the first time the company implemented Lync the information given was close to 

nothing and it resulted in the system not being used that much, as predicted by previous 

research. During the second implementation of the system, the implementation process 
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changed and more information about the system was given. The pilot group testing the 

functions made available during the second implementation states that information about 

the system and its functions is crucial. They say they would not, without help, have 

understood how to use all the functions and that the information given by the company was a 

precondition as to be able to use the system properly. 

We have seen that information and education about the products seems to be important as 

to enhance the users understanding of a product, but it also seems that this understanding 

varies depending on what kind of education and information is given. Impersonal and very 

technical information given to large groups of people will not enhance the users 

understanding of the product as much as if given to smaller groups. Too much information 

also seems to lead to confusion, rather than being helpful, since important aspects can easily 

be missed in favor of focusing on details that later on turn out to be less important.  

7.2 Piloting persons 

Moving on to the second category, piloting persons. Pilot tests and pilot groups are used in 

many fields of research and are done mainly to test a process or a product as to ensure the 

real products or processes contain no problems or bugs and are as good as they can be 

(Stone, Jarret, Woodroffe and Minocha, 2005). To have a pilot group seems to be appreciated 

by the users in this case study, and is reported to be a well-established way of implementing 

systems in the company. Even so, the interviewees mention that there are too few people in 

the pilot group, that there are not enough people to communicate with as to test the system 

properly. No such problems seems to have been reported before. It can be due to that they 

are now testing a communication tool, which is dependent on other users. Previous testing, 

e.g. when testing new operative system and Microsoft Office software, has not required any 

communication with other users and therefore the problem of having too few people in the 

pilot group has not appeared until now. Deciding upon the suitable number of people in the 

pilot group is a difficult task and is, as evident in this case study, likely to vary depending 

what is going to be tested. There are for example still an ongoing debate about how many 

people to include in the testing when it comes to usability web testing, even though usability 

testing is a well-established method used by many (Bevan, Barnum, Cockton, Nielsen, Spool 

and Wixon, 2003.) So, when deciding upon the number of people in the pilot group, one has 

to have in mind what is going to be tested. One also has to think about the dynamic between 

the participants and not only the number of people in the pilot group. The people in the pilot 

group must feel a need to communicate to one another to be able to test and use the 

communication system. If they do not feel the need to communicate with the people in the 

pilot group, they will not use the system. 

7.3 Restricting functionality 

Moving on to the third category found in the results, the process of restricting functionality. 

Atea’s implementation process of Lync is to restrict functionality and then opening up 

functions step by step. It seems that doing so is appreciated among the users at SPV. Several 

interviewees state that they thought it would have been difficult to learn how to use the 

system if all its functions would have been introduced at the same time. They said that it is 
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better to divide the implementation into several steps, introducing only some functions at the 

beginning, and opening up functionality step by step. We can see similar patterns when 

looking at the time of the first implementation of Lync as a whole system. At that time, as 

mentioned above, many other things were going on as well, putting Lync in the background, 

resulting in people not knowing that much about the system and not using it as much as they 

could have done. So, it seems that when introducing a lot of new products at the same time, 

some will be prioritized and some will not be put in focus and thereby easily forgotten. This 

suggests that restricting functionality is a good way to go when implementing a new system.  

Even so, there seems to be some negative aspects to this method as well. Two of the 

interviewees mention that they, at the time of the first implementation, knew the system had 

more functions than what was made available to the users. They saw the greyed icons of the 

inactivated functions and got really frustrated by not being able to use functions that the 

system obviously had. One could argue that it would have been better to remove these icons 

completely from the interface, and not only making them grey, as to indicate that they are not 

available. 

7.4 Relating the three categories to each other 

Looking at these three categories separately the results are in line with previous research, 

which is a good thing, but nothing new to the world seems to have appeared. We will now 

look at the three categories in relation to each other, in contrast to being treated separately, 

as to see if we can find that new to the world factor. 

So far, we have seen that restricting functionality is appreciated by the majority of the 

interviewees and a good way of going about implementing new systems, the same can be said 

for piloting persons. Even so, it seems that putting these two together is not as good, not 

when implementing a communication tool at least. It does not work when having a limited 

amount of people testing the new functions. The majority of the interviewees have not 

installed their webcam and tested the functions that require the camera to be used e.g. video 

calls, video conferences, and this seems to be due to that they do not have the need to 

communicate with the people in the pilot group. If more people, or just closer colleagues, 

were to be included in the pilot group, more people would probably have installed the 

camera. 

Looking at the relation between informing about the system and its functions and piloting 

persons there seems to be a common view among the interviewees that their perceived 

functionality is enhanced if information about the product is given to smaller groups, rather 

than presenting the system when sitting in larger groups. On the other hand, one could argue 

that if users are having problem with understanding the system, they have a better chance to 

get information and help from colleagues if more of them are using the system. 

Let’s move on to have a look at the relation between restricting functionality and perceived 

functionality. What has been done in this case is to restrict functionality as to enhance 

perceived functionality, and it seems to work. Normally affordance is looked at as being more 

or less on or off, either a product has affordance or it does not, but in this case the perceived 

functionality is altered by restricting and opening up functionality. At the time system’s first 

implementation only the chat and presence functions were made available, making the 
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perceived functionality quite high and resulting in an easy to learn system. No educational 

information about the system was provided at this time. With the second update came many 

more functions and the perceived functionality seems to have decreased. This was then 

compensated for by giving more information and education about the system than during the 

previous implementation. Restricting functionality is nothing new to the world, but it has 

not, to my knowledge, been linked directly to affordance, or perceived functionality.  

According to the interviewees the media richness theory seems to be confirmed and we 

can also see that the just mentioned relationship, the one between restricting functionality 

and perceived functionality, can be plotted in Figure 1 as Lync’s functions are activated step 

by step. The interviewees stated that if they have a simpler question for a colleague an e-mail 

or a quick chat message is the preferable way of communication as to get a quick answer to 

the question. They also stated that if they have a more complex question they want to ask 

their colleague face-to-face and not use Lync i.e. the chat, as means of communication. One 

can also see that when opening up functions of Lync step by step it is becoming a more useful 

tool, as mentioned by some interviewees. When only the chat was available it did not stand to 

handle high complexity information, such as very complex questions, and it resulted in some 

users choosing other means of communication. But as more functionality is added the media 

richness of the tool is increased and is more likely to be used even when handling more 

complex questions. Still, it is likely that the most complex questions are going to be asked 

face-to-face rather than using Lync, but I believe Lync is going to be used much more now 

that the functionality has been increased.  

7.5 Theoretical contributions 

The major contribution in this thesis, in addition to the practical ones looking at the 

implementation process, is one of theoretical aspects. When using the Media Richness 

Theory we can talk about affordance as something on a scale, something that can vary 

depending on the degree of complexity and media richness in systems. This has to my 

knowledge only been done once before, when McGrenere & Ho (2000) talked about degrees 

of affordances. While going through previous research on affordance I am of the impression 

that affordance is still looked upon as being a state; either something has affordance or not, 

and not something that can vary over time. By using the Media Richness Theory we can 

confirm the need to be able to discuss about and look at affordance as something scalable and 

not something that either is or is not there, as proposed by McGrenere & Ho (2000). 

8. Limitations 

Looking at my choice of data gathering methods, i.e. semi-structured interviews, there are 

always some problem when conducting interviews. One can never know if the interviewees 

are completely honest, or if they tell you what they think you want to hear. And even if they 

do try to tell you the truth, it is not sure that they succeed in explaining exactly what they feel 

and how they think. Even so, it is the best suited method for my purposes since other 

methods, observations for example, would take too long time in relation to how much 

valuable data would be gained. Also, the possible concern of the interviewees not telling the 
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truth, is minimized in this case, since I see little reason for not telling me the truth. If it would 

have been someone from their own company one can understand that the users want to look 

good and saying they understand how to use the system and that they test it every day, as 

they should since they are a part of the pilot group. But talking to me, knowing that their 

answers will be completely anonymous, I see, as stated above, little reason of not telling the 

truth. 

There is a problem since this study only looked at one implementation process, the 

process of restricting functionality. It is difficult to say that such a process is preferable over 

other methods of implementation since no other processes of implementation are looked 

upon in this thesis. 

Regarding my data analysis, one possible negative concerns the fact that I am writing this 

paper alone. It might be the case that I am biased and that it would have been good if we were 

two persons doing separate data analyses and comparing them to each other’s analyses. 

However, the fact that I knew throughout the study that there was a risk of me being biased 

decreases the risk of being so, as I tried to perform the study as neutral as possible. 

One could criticize me for including only 8 people in the study. Even though I did not have 

the opportunity to include more people since no others were available I would like to argue 

that 8 people give a lot of valuable information since this is a qualitative study rather than a 

quantitative one. If this were a quantitative study, yes, more people should have been 

included in the study. 

Atea’s reasons for implementing the system by restricting functionality can be discussed. 

They claim their two reasons to be: 1) as to be able to give the best support possible by not 

including too many things at once and 2) to not put too much pressure on the users since 

they already had to learn a lot of new things; their operative system and their Microsoft Office 

software were updated at the same time. Further on, Atea thinks that by allowing the client to 

use only one of all possible functions the users’ understanding of that function will be 

increased. The second reason could be a nicer way of saying that due to the high average age 

within the company they thought that the users could not learn that many functions at the 

time, and that it was not in fact a strategic move independent of the average age within the 

company. It is a possibility, yes, but after interviewing these 8 people from the pilot group it 

is made clear that most of them, even the older ones, report having quite high computer skills. 

Therefore I would like to argue that the reasons Atea gave, are the true ones and not a cover 

up for thinking their clients cannot handle using new technology. 

9. Conclusion and suggestions for future research  

Looking back at previous research one can see that reducing complexity is done quite often as 

to enhance the user’s understanding of a product. Looking at the results and the discussion 

section in this paper one can see that reducing complexity by restricting functionality, seems 

to be a smart way of implementing new systems and that it seems to enhance perceived 

functionality. It was confirmed that the users appreciated the process of restricting 

functionality and that it enhanced their understanding of the system. Being able to link 

perceived functionality directly to restricting functionality has to my knowledge not been 
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done before. This contributes to the field by providing insight in how to implement systems 

in practice. 

Theoretically this thesis supports the view of affordances as being able to vary (McGrenere 

& Ho, 2000), since we now can, by using Media Richness Theory, connect it to a scale and see 

that perceived functionality can be altered depending on the complexity, i.e. media richness, 

of the product, rather than seeing affordance that something that is on or off.  

I believe that further research in the area of affordance is needed, as to make sure that 

researchers, practitioners and educators have the same view of affordance and of processes 

for implementing systems.  My suggestion is to start looking at the implementation processes 

in two different cases; one where functionality is piloted and one where it is not, i.e. where 

the whole system is introduced at once. Since this study looked at only one of the two further 

research is needed to make a proper comparison between the two and to further establish if 

restricting functionality enhances affordance, which in turn could alter the common view of 

affordance.  

Since this study provided a view of affordance as something scalable, something that can 

vary, future research of how to measure affordance would be interesting to see. 

To sum up, what we can learn from this paper is that implementing complex 

communication tools by restricting functionality will enhance the user’s understanding of the 

system and that affordance can be looked upon as being scalable. 
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Appendix 1. 

The interviews were held in Swedish and the interview questions found below are therefore 

translated into English. 
 

Name 

Age 

Department and work tasks. 

On a scale 1-10, how used to computers would you say you are? 

How many hours each day do you use your computer? 

How many different applications/programs do you use? 

If a problem occurs, do you solve it by yourself or ask or help? 

Did you work here during 2011, when the first version of Lync was implemented?  

The usage 

How often do you use Lync? 

If not so often: Why not? 

What do you use it for/which functions? 

Does Lync facilitate your work? 

If yes: How? 

If no: Why not? 

If no: Do you think it facilitates others’ work? 

Have you ever encountered problems when using Lync? 

How has it worked with the accompanied gadgets (camera en headset)? 

The implementation (of Lync 2013) 

How would you compare the implementation process of Lync 2013 to other processes? Have 

you encountered similar processes before? 

 If yes: What is the biggest difference? Similarity? 

 If now: Why do you think they chose this implementation process this time? 

Did you have any expectations concerning the implementation? 

How did your expectations fit the reality of the implementation?  

Did you have any worries before the implementation? 

How did your worries fit the reality of the implementation? 
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How do you think it will turn out when the rest of the employees start using this new version 

of Lync? 

Did you get the help and the information you needed to be able to use Lync?  

Have any problems occurred during the implementation process?  

If yes: How can these problems be avoided when implementing the system to 

the rest of the co-workers? 

If you ever were in need of help during the implementation process, what did you do? 

Did it solve the problems?  

What do you think about the kick-off day that you got to attend? 

As I understand it you have a forum where you can report possible problems concerning Lync. 

Have you ever written anything there? 

If yes: What did you write? How would you say it worked? 

If no: Why not? 

If you were to choose whatever you wanted, independently of time, costs etc., how would you 

have chosen to introduce Lync to the company? Could it been done differently than it was 

now? 

Functionality 

How does it feel getting more functions in Lync (in contrast to having only the chat)? 

What is the biggest difference between the new and the old version of Lync? 

What do you think, time wise, about updating to the new version now?  

If you only got to choose two of Lync’s functions, which ones would you choose?  

If you could add one function to Lync, which one would it be? 

Is there any function Lync has that you know of, but that you are not allowed to use?  

What do you think about that?  

If you are going to ask a colleague a question, a colleague that sits just a couple of rooms away, 

how do you do?  

How did you feel at the time of the first implementation of Lync (2010), when only the chat 

and the presence function were available?  

Did you get any information about Lync then, other than the fact that there now was a chat 

available?  

Did you know at that time that Lync had other functions than the chat and the presence 

function?  

If yes: How did you learn that? 
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If yes: What did you think of those functions being locked not being able to use? 

How do you think it would have been if you would have gotten access to all functions at the 

same time, during the first implementation 2011?  

Interface and affordance 

What do you think about the interface of Lync, its graphical appearance?  

Is there anything confusing in the interface? 

Is it alike any other systems that you have used before? 

If yes: Did you have any help from your previous experiences when understanding 

Lync? 

How do you think it would have been if you would not have gotten any information about the 

functions in Lync?  

It is not planned a kick-off day or something similar for the rest of the employees. They will 

be able to see instruction videos on your intranet. How do you think that will work? 

Do you think they themselves are going to understand all functions in Lync, what they are 

and how to use them?  

Do you think they are going to use Lync the same way as the ones in the pilot group? 

Do you think they are going to use Lync as much as the ones in the pilot group?  

If the other employees need help concerning Lync, what do you think they will do? 

If they ask someone for help, who do you think they will ask?  

Instruction videos are going to be uploaded on the intranet, what do you think of that?  

Having a pilot group 

How do you feel being a part of the pilot group? Is it something you choose by yourself?  

If yes: How come you became a part of the pilot group? 

If now: why didn’t you feel like participating?  

How has it been testing parts of Lync that only a few employees have access to?  

Have you in the pilot group gotten the help you needed? 

If no: what more would you have liked? 

What do you think of this whole process of having a pilot group? 


