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Other (ask, look it up,

etc.) ———

Action Lines |
Color |

Context
| | Percentage of Respondents

| Analyzing Certain Features to

Expression | | | | Interpret an Emoji

Entire Emoji | | |
Eyes | | |
Mouth | | | |

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30%

Fig. 10 Percentage of respondents who indicated they looked at above-listed features to
understand an emoji.

Two respondents indicated hovering over the emoji until text appeared that
helped offer an interpretation. No other participants mentioned this function, so
it is either not available across platforms or most people are not aware of or don’t
need that assistance. Five people said they look for action lines or indications of
motion within the image to locate sites of meaning, which could be linked to a
user’s familiarity with cartoons and comics. Others did not mention this as a
factor in their interpretation process, so it is either not a major part of how they
make meaning from emojis or their methods include this information in the
decoding in a hidden, more immediate manner.

In an attempt to learn more about how receivers connect an emoji’s use to
the sender, survey participants were asked if they assumed an emoji is intended
to represent a sender’s actual facial expression. A majority of respondents (73%)

answered yes, an emoji should be interpreted as the sender’s actual expression.
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Approximately 27% indicated that is the case some of the time, but at other times,
the use of an emoji is more complicated and may not indicate a sender’s actual
expression, but rather an attitude or direction they want the receiver to
understand: “[They don’t represent] an actual facial expression or gesture, more
of a figurative expression.” Five respondents connected their personal use of
emojis to how they interpret them:

- “Yes, that’s how I use them, so that’s how I typically interpret them.”

- “Yes, because that is the way I use them.”

- “Most likely. Personally, that’s how I use them.”

- “Yes. In my case, that’s why I use them.”

- “Yes, probably because that’s the reason I use them and intend them to

be taken.”
These answers may indicate certain receiver assumptions that could impact the
interpretation process.

The sender-receiver relationship dynamic was inspected further through
the next question on the survey: “In what way is your understanding of an emoji’s
meaning influenced by the person who sent it?” Most respondents (73%)
indicated their relationship with and personal knowledge of the sender is the
factor that most affects their interpretation of an emoji’s meaning;:

The relationship I have with the sender acts as a foundation for the
emotional intention of the emoji. My personal experience with the

sender allows me to take the emotions conveyed in their emoji and
better apply them to the sender. I am able to more precisely

interpret the intended emotional response from someone with
whom I am close.
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Approximately 14% of respondents said the context of the
communication/word content was a heavy influencer in their meaning-making
process. About 6% of individuals reported that the emoji’s meaning was fixed or
static, and was therefore not influenced by other factors: “The emoji should only
mean one thing regardless of who sends it.” Five people said they didn’t know or
were not sure how to respond.

Survey Results—“Interpreting Emojis”

The final section of the survey asked respondents to view a certain emoji,
and then offer an interpretation of its meaning—including any alternative
uses/meanings of which they were aware—filling in the answer they felt was most

appropriate. The first emoji to be analyzed was the ‘Sobbing’ emoji (see fig. 11).

Crying, Crying or | Crying/Silly, | Laughing Crying,

Sad Laughing Dramatic, to Tears Context

e 2\ Sarcastic Needed
ﬂbﬂ 52% 14% 9% 8% 4%

Fig. 11 Percentage of respondents who associated each meaning above with ‘Sobbing’ emoji.

Although there was consensus that the blue lines emerging from the eyes
indicated tears (i.e. crying), respondents said the emoji could be used in a variety
of situations and its meaning could change accordingly: “This is usually, ‘Oh no! I
am so upset!” But it could be sarcastic, ‘Cry me a river!” or even ‘I am laughing my
ass off!” depending on the context.” Most identified the tears in this emoji as
representative of sadness, but in a more dramatic manner: “I would see this as
being used when someone was being humorous about being sad over something
(e.g. ‘I dropped my cup of coffee’), not actual sorrow or deep-seeded sadness (e.g.

‘My grandmother died’).”
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Next, respondents were asked to interpret the ‘Sunglasses’ emoji (see fig.

12), and several acknowledged the importance of context in understanding the

sender’s intended meaning.

Cool, Happy, | Sunny Place, | Disguise,
Confident, Beach, Incognito, Proud,
" “Nailed it” Outside Hiding Smug
i 93% 27% 4% 2%

Fig. 12 Percentage of respondents who associated each meaning above with ‘Sunglasses’ emoji.
One participant noted, “[This emoji signifies] cool, confident, nailed it. Again,
context may suggest that the sender is having a good time at the beach, or the
image may carry a certain level of pride or even sarcasm with it, depending on the
associated message.” At times, one respondent noted, the emoji is used to
punctuate or express agreement about something being discussed: ““Sounds good
to me’ or ‘I'm good with that’” are what typically precede this emoji.” Four
participants suggested that they had seen this emoji used to convey that someone
is being incognito, sneaky or is perhaps hiding something.

The next emoji participants were asked to interpret was an
‘Upset/Frustrated’ emoji (see fig. 13). Although there are many emojis that
indicate sad or upset emotions, this one also appears to be wailing as its eyes are
scrunched, its eyebrows furrowed, and its mouth open in a frown. Respondents
indicated this emoji is generally used to reflect a negative emotion. Most people

suggested this emoji is offered to show dislike, disdain, frustration, or sadness.
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Angry, Sad, Complaining, Rant, In Pain, | Gross/Yucky,
Irritated, Upset, Whining, Tantrum, | Annoyed, | Hungry, Torn
Frustrated | Dislike Crying Dramatic
v
ﬁ 35% 28% 14% 13% 9% 6%

Fig. 13 Percentage of respondents who associated each meaning above with ‘Upset/Frustrated’
emoji.

One respondent said this emoji, like others, is completely dependent upon the
context of the conversation, illustrating the importance of the relationship

between sender and receiver in the interpretation process:

Again, so many meanings. [It could mean] ‘Oh, shit,” “This isn’t fair,’
‘Ouch,” ‘“These labor pains hurt,” ‘I stepped on a bee,” and I have to
say, in case you didn’t know, that many of these can be used for
sexting or dirty talk between friends.
If it is possible to gather almost universal consensus, the next two emojis
interpreted by respondents seemed to offer it. The ‘Laughing with Tears of Joy’

emoji and the ‘Heart-Eyes’ emoji, both among the most popular emojis used,

each have much more fixed meanings and applications (see fig. 14 and fig. 15).

Laughing So Hard, You're Crying Smiling Through Tears

lom o\

Fig. 14 Percentage of respondents who associated each meaning above with ‘Laughing with
Tears of Joy’ emoyji.

“Love” or “In Love Like Something
with” Someone or a Lot Sex
PO Something
-
93% 6% 1%

Fig. 15 Percentage of respondents who associated each meaning above with ‘Heart-Eyes’ emoji.
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The last emoji survey participants were asked to interpret is a purple,
smiling devil emoji (see fig. 16). The meaning of this emoji was more fluid, and a

few respondents said they didn’t know.

Sneaky/Naughty, Sexual,

Rebellious, Devious, Flirtacious,
Mischievous, Actually Horny Don’t
“Little Devil” Mean “Horny Know

Devil”
74% 13% 5% 3%

Fig. 16 Percentage of respondents who associated each meaning above with ‘Smiling Devil’
emoji.

One participant noted, “I imagine this emoji attached to a message that conveys
some aspect of temptation. It could possibly be used as a more serious or
accusatory icon, but it’s hard to get past the level of ‘cuteness’ or fun it seems to
convey.” Another respondent offered, “I am the devil, and I'm also sneaky.” But
in a meaningful, non-threatening way, as if I'm up to no good. But more
prankster than legit demon.”
Implications/Conclusions

In reviewing the data from this survey, users are clearly connecting emojis
in very specific ways to the people with whom they are communicating. However,
emojis are frequently cast into diverse roles in a socially organic manner. One
emoji can shift from a symbolic icon that conveys a specific concept or idea to a
nonverbal cue that indicates an attitude or emotion of the sender or receiver—
with each intuitively able to understand the varying roles. The complicated
elements of these encoding and decoding processes are extremely immediate for

more common emojis and more hypermediate for less common emojis. When
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encountering an unfamiliar emoji, individuals reported a tendency to draw from
context clues within the message content as well as the interpersonal relational
information in order to form meaning. In most cases, people felt confident that
they were correct in their interpretation process, with only two individuals
reporting they felt some emojis were confusing.

Another valuable component of emoji use relates to a very clear consensus
among users related to when emoji use is appropriate. A clear majority of users
reserves their emoji use for individuals with whom they experience close personal
ties—friends, family members, and intimate partners. I will explore additional
implications with regard to how emoji use may in fact be strongly connected to
informal social distance and language rules in the following chapter.

This survey reveals that emojis serve in multiple roles and remediate both
nonverbal expressions and attitudes while simultaneously drawing upon users’
previous knowledge of prior media forms (e.g. cartoons, comics, icons, and
symbols). We can now begin to assess their value within computer-mediated
communication spaces and learn more about potential limitations. They have
enriched previously static platforms with vivacity and reinserted valuable
emotional cues into one-on-one exchanges in computer-mediated

communication spaces.



Bliss-Carroll 53

Chapter 4: The Significance of Emojis in Digital Interpersonal
Communication: An E(VALUE)ation

Introduction

As we have seen thus far, emojis have assisted in facilitating tremendously
satisfying interpersonal connections among individuals separated by time and
distance. People frequently report feeling united with others through using
emojis in social media networking sites, texts, emails, photo sharing applications,
and a host of other modern technologies which allow them to interact with one
another in both known an unknown communities. In their 2013 discussion of
sociality within both prevalent and emerging network sites, Nicole B. Ellison and
danah boyd addressed the phenomenon of Internet sociality and connection as
one that was surprising to those who did not use computer-mediated
communication (CMC) tools: “Early laboratory studies reinforced the notion that
CMC was less effective than face-to-face for group communication processes”
(Ellison and boyd 163). Many of these early-held beliefs that privilege face-to-face
connections and minimize the significance of computer-mediated connections
still stand today, despite compelling research to the contrary by Walther, Jiang,
and others.

In fact, the inherent lack of nonverbal cues in CMC is a key reason that
early theorists—including Walther—initially rejected the notion that relationships
could develop and be fully nurtured within digital spaces. Emojis have
demonstrated ways individuals can express most of the sentiments that would be
accessible to them in face-to-face environments. In fact, respondents

overwhelmingly agreed that an emoji’s meaning is directly tied to the personality
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of the sender—with the full potential to override previous definitions of a specific
emoji’s meaning as well as accompanying text. The ‘Winking & Blowing a Kiss’
emoji could be a sweet and innocent “love you, see you later” between friends or a
sexy and seductive “love you, see you later” between romantic partners. The
relationship between sender and receiver, therefore, becomes an implicit conduit
through which conveyed sentiment and emoji meaning shifts.

The Sender/Receiver Dynamic of Emoji Interpretation

The more familiar a population is with an emoji, the more likely its
meaning tends to be fixed rather than fluid. For instance, the ‘Heart-Eyes’ emoji
and the ‘Face with Tears of Joy’ emoji both offered nearly universal consensus of
meaning among this study’s survey respondents. More than 90% of individuals
reported the same answer for these emojis—while simultaneously rejecting the
idea of alternative meanings. Participants’ overall understanding of less
commonly-used emojis (e.g. ‘Smiling Devil’) showcased more fluidity of meaning
and left room for the possibility of more variances, depending upon their
relationship with the sender and the context of the message.

The relationship between sender and receiver affects both the frequency of
emoji use and the accuracy of emoji interpretation. This study’s respondents
reported they are comfortable sending and receiving emojis from individuals they
know well and in situations that are considered more casual and less formal. In
these instances, invisible social rules that are inherently obeyed in face-to-face
interactions are being transferred into the digital environment as they allow the
relationship with the individual to inform their emoji use. Emojis that carry more

fixed or universally-consistent meanings (e.g. smiley face) are more likely to be
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used by senders regardless of their relationship with receiver because they are
perceived as safer (i.e. fewer opportunities for misinterpretation). The receiver’s
perception of these types of emojis is one of sender friendliness without being
inappropriately familiar. Those boundary lines may shift over time as the
relationship progresses, but more formal connections will likely refrain from
excessive or varied emoji use in order to avoid a perceived social faux pas. “In
everyday interaction, social relations determine the distance (literally and
figuratively) we keep from one another” (Kress and Van Leeuwen 124). In face-to-
face interactions, we innately tend to follow these unspoken rules of social
distance through body language, physical position, and verbal language.

Linguist Martin Joo discussed the phenomenon of language registers in
his 1967 book The Five Clocks (see fig. 17). Ninety-seven percent of survey

respondents indicated

Register Explanation

Frozen Language that is always the same. For example, Lord’s Prayer, wedding vows,
etc.
Formal The standard sentence syntax and word choice of work and school. Has

complete sentences and specific word choice.

Consultative | Formal register when used in conversation. Discourse pattern not quite as
direct as formal register.

Casual Language between friends and is characterized by a 400- to 800-word
vocabulary. Word choice general and not specific. Conversation dependent
upon non-verbal assists. Sentence syntax often incomplete.

Intimate Language between lovers or twins.
Language of sexual harassment.

Fig. 17 The Five Registers of Language as developed by Martin Joo. Source: Ruby Payne (27)

that using emojis is appropriate for casual situations between close friends or
intimates, placing emojis within the casual and intimate registers of language. As
noted in fig. 17, the casual register of language involves “conversation [that] is

dependent upon non-verbal assists” (Payne 27). This helps reveal the value of
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emojis in digital environments that are stripped of the nonverbal cues naturally
more present in casual face-to-face interactions. “Texting can be tricky because
you can’t rely on facial expressions and tone of voice to communicate what words
cannot,” one respondent wrote. “Emojis fill that void by aiding effective
communication so the person you're communicating with can access the same
social cues as if they were talking to you face to face.” Because such
communication between close friends relies heavily on nonverbal expression,
emojis offer tremendous value to users as they help explain the underlying
emotions and attitudes of the word content—and in some cases present the
entirety of the message without any alphabetic text accompaniment.
Social Distance & Represented Proximity

Survey respondents reported using emojis as surrogates of their own
identity and as objects to which they attach the identity of the sender. Through
this encoding/decoding phenomenon, new ideas merge with regard to how
emojis replicate social distance and physical proximity between individuals who
are emotionally or psychologically close but who are physically separated by time
and distance. In this sense, emojis become an embodiment of sender/receiver, in
which they are understood as symbolic representations of a specific individual’s
nonverbal cues, ideas, qualities, or feelings. By accepting emojis as embodied
stand-ins of interactants (i.e. nonverbal information that connects emotions and
attitudes between senders and receivers), we can begin to correctly ascertain their
enormous value as interpersonal tools within digital environments.

Emojis represent a situated proximity that in the face-to-face environment

we would likely term as ‘intimate distance’ or ‘personal distance’ (Hall qtd in
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Kress and VanLeeuwen 124). The user can typically see elements of emojis that
offer views of just head/face or a specific body part (e.g. thumbs up, etc.): “Non-
intimates cannot come this close and, if they do so, it will be experienced as an
act of physical aggression” (Kress and VanLeeuwen 124). Sixty-eight percent of
survey respondents reported the person least likely to send them an emoji would
be a boss, a professional colleague, or a distant personal or professional
acquaintance. Whether they realize it or not, audiences apply formal language
and social distance rules to their use of emojis, and therefore, the use of emojis by
both sender and receiver declines in more formal environments. In formal types
of communication, interactants showcase less dependency on nonverbal cues and
more reliance upon articulated language. Within this location of social distance,
colloquialisms like emojis are incongruent, and more formal aspects of speech are
utilized. Users immediately sense a disruption in appropriate social distance
rules when non-intimates attempt to enter a realm of personal familiarity before
considered socially appropriate.
Social Connectivity and Emoji Use

In the early 1990s, theorists believed that almost all interpersonal
communication options were secondary to face-to-face (FtF) interactions.
Telephone calls, letters, emails, and internet chat rooms were tools that helped
people who were separated by time and distance feel more connected to one
another, but they paled in comparison to real-life conversation. Surprisingly, as
new digital tools were developed and nonverbal cues were represented through
emoticons in networked spaces, empirical studies began to reveal ways that

“interpersonal perceptions are frequently intensified in CMC, including
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perceptions of personal qualities, behaviors, and relationship estimation” (Jiang
et al. 130). Walther’s hyperpersonal model considers the ways in which people
overcompensate for lacking visual cues and situational information that is
available to them in FtF but is missing in CMC interactions. This
overcompensation was referenced as a biased perception mechanism:
The hyperpersonal model ... [suggests] that one’s idealized
impressions of an online partner may lead a CMC user to
reciprocate based on that impression, transmitting messages that,
in turn, may shape the partner’s responses, shifting the target’s
personality in the direction of the communicators’ mutually
constructed and enacted impression. In this way, feedback may
intensify the hyperpersonal effects of idealization, selective self-
presentation, and channel exploitation. (Walther “CMC...” 463)
Initially, these theories about interpersonal communication in computer-
mediated spaces were considered secondary to the privileged FtF communication
environment. However, the advent of emoticons and emojis has increased users’
ability to convey specific sentiments to recipients in CMC, which as my survey
revealed, was a tremendously attractive component that contributed to their use
and broad-based acceptance. Walther’s studies evaluated dimensions of
relationships between strangers in CMC, and monitored ways those relationships
grew in intimacy through CMC channels. At this point, no empirical study has
evaluated the use of emojis between strangers in CMC in a direct comparison to
how emojis are used between casual acquaintances, close friends, and intimate
partners. Such a study could be extremely valuable in further identifying ways

people obey the unspoken rules of social distance and language register within

their computer-mediated interactions.
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The social presence theory, developed by Short, Williams, and Christie in
1976, measures the perceived psychological distance between communicators
along a continuum in which the degree of social presence is connected to the
medium used and the degree to which emotional and relational satisfaction
fluctuates because of that medium. On their spectrum, FtF interactions are
considered the most socially satisfying and written, text-based interactions the
least. Additionally, the theory suggests that individuals will seek mediums that
offer richer, more satisfying social connections.

CMC can offer an environment in which partners can exceed face-to-face
levels of self-disclosure within their networked spaces: “Increased anonymity and
control over self-presentation in text-based CMC make it easier to disclose
personal aspects of the inner self than in FtF” (Jiang et al. 128). Through this
dynamic, relationships within CMC have the potential to offer a level of intimacy
and satisfaction that some users might find difficult to replicate in a FtF
interaction. There may also be a perception of safety in an asynchronous
communication, or an internal preparation that could mitigate the possibility of
social rejection. These factors with regard to emoji use have not been measured
or explored thus far in empirical research, but could be valuable as we seek to
understand additional ways emojis are being used by senders and receivers in
networked spaces.

Text-based written communication has increased exponentially in the
digital age. Although many individuals do use emojis to aid in their interpersonal
interactions to help convey a message’s sentiment, some researchers are more

concerned with a perceived societal shift away from FtF interactions. Emojis may
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enhance interpersonal connectivity and provide richer social presence
experiences, but they can also be used to hide a sender’s genuine emotions, thus
reducing personal authenticity. A receiver may or may not be aware of the ways
emoji use can foster counterfeit connections. So while they can be extremely
effective tools that enhance text-only interactions, users should also be aware of
ways a sender might be intentionally deceptive with their use of emojis in CMC
spaces. In fact, at least five survey respondents in this study shared that their use
of emojis was sometimes intentionally deceptive, guarded, or masked their true
emotions.

In addition, users of modern technology should always be aware of the
ways “we are all vulnerable to the emotional gratifications that our phones offer—
and [how] we are neurochemically rewarded when we attend to their constant
stimulation. [...] We are exhibiting a predictable response to a perfectly executed
design” (Turkle, Reclaiming 126). We should consider the ways that emojis may
be helping us retreat from FtF interactions into a technical, virtual world in which
a significant number of relationships and interpersonal exchanges are happening
asynchronously within computer-mediated spaces. We should also be aware of
ways that non-intimates, such as corporations, may be attempting to leverage
emojis as a gateway to access our personal thoughts, feelings, and sentiments.
Emoji Use in Advertising

Through advertising, companies often intentionally foster a false sense of
relational intimacy by utilizing personal language, but there is clearly an ulterior
motive to these tactics. They have a product, good, or service they want to sell or

promote. Typically, advertisers intentionally avoid more formal language and
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social distance rules and immediately adopt a very familiar and casual voice as
they position their message. Users should be wary of efforts by strangers—
including advertisers—who enter a realm of personal familiarity through the
innocent appearance of emojis. Similarly, advertisers need to be increasingly
aware of the fluidity of meaning of certain emojis as they launch new ways to
reach various publics.

It is no surprise that advertisers and marketers have jumped onto the
emoji bandwagon in an effort to capitalize on the use of emojis by contemporary
audiences. According to Montague’s 2015 Emoji Report, brands including
McDonald’s, Burger King, Foot Locker, Bud Light, Chevy, and Dominos have all
worked to figure out ways to include emojis in their marketing efforts, some with
award-winning results. Several companies have created brand-specific emoji sets,
while others have intentionally sought consumer feedback through the use of
emojis in digital advertising, resulting in an inherent problem:

Marketers are struggling to understand the data behind emojis.
What does the user mean by using a blue heart versus a yellow
heart? What does a growing heart mean? Does a broken heart
followed by a full heart show affection or anger? How can we target
people based on emoji [use]? (Montague 17)
Because these marketers do not personally know the individuals from whom they
are seeking emoji feedback, it becomes very difficult for them to ascertain the
specific sentiments those users are attempting to convey using emojis alone. As
we have seen from the data in the previous chapter, correctly understanding an
emoji’s intended meaning is often bound to the receiver’s knowledge of the

sender’s identity. In fact, a 2016 commercial for Chevy Cruze showcases this

dynamic as observers (identified as real people, not actors) of a new vehicle are
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asked to describe their feelings about various characteristics of the car by using
emojis (“The All-New 2016 Cruze”). Several of the emojis chosen by the
individuals need additional explanation in order to be understood. In fact, one of
the most confusing emojis initially looked like a trash receptacle. The moderator
states, “Trash can?” and the respondent replies, “No! It’s a basketball net. Swish!”
Within the advertisement, there are multiple opportunities for various audiences
to either interpret the selected emojis through a negative lens or completely
misunderstand the sentiment behind the emoji choice.

Individuals willingly and unknowingly obey the unspoken rules of formal
language and public distance in both face-to-face and digital environments. Users
who are not familiar with one another socially must provide additional
explanations in conjunction with their use of emojis in order to elicit a correct
interpretation about the attitude, emotion, or sentiment being conveyed. For
these reasons, advertisers and marketers should consider limiting their emoji
feedback to more fixed or static emojis, such as a smiley face, a frowning face, or
heart-eyes emojis. As we have seen, these types of emojis carry more fixed iconic
representations and are more likely to be used to indicate true reflections of
positive, negative, or indifferent sentiments. If done in the right manner (e.g.
close-ended emoji feedback options instead of open-ended response options),
advertisers may be able to harness the public’s willingness to use emojis to their
benefit. Analytics have revealed that digital advertisers can increase their click
rate by almost 10 percent when they seek emoji-enabled feedback (Montague 20).
Therefore, marketers seeking emoji responses should be aware of the various

ways an emoji could be misinterpreted, which could lead them to falsely believe
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their product, good, or service has been valued by an audience as relevant,
important, credible or interesting. Additionally, marketers and advertisers should
understand that self-disclosure in digital spaces is a give-and-take process. If one
partner showcases willingness to share more intimate information, there is, as
Jiang et al. concluded, a reciprocal effect in which the other partner shares
similar information. These typical disclosure functions are socially situated and
occur in private computer-mediated communication portals (i.e. text messages,
emails, direct digital correspondence). Marketing attempts that entice individuals
to connect themselves to a product, good, or service through the use of emojis
may be futile as the rules of social distance and formal language would generally
dominate one’s feedback and disclosure habits.

Conclusion

The nuances of emoji use in contemporary culture are as varied as their
users. Their value as communication tools in an increasingly digital world is
indisputable. Computer-mediated communication has become a primary way in
which individuals connect with one another for both personal and professional
reasons, and emojis help provide significant information related to emotions and
attitudes in digital interactions.

In discussing the nature of emojis, I have established a framework for
understanding emojis as visual artifacts that have achieved widespread cultural
acceptance through their cartoon/comic-like abstract representations of
nonverbal expression. Because of the previous knowledge users already have
about icons and indexical symbols—including the more abstract emoticons—

interactants quickly adapted ordinary, text-only messages to include emojis,
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harnessing the icons’ ability to more rapidly convey personal thoughts, intents,
and attitudes. Specific relational connections do determine the level of comfort
one feels when sending or receiving emojis. Senders overwhelmingly reserve their
use of emojis for close friends, family members, and intimate partners. This
function may indicate an unspoken, social limitation on emojis, in which users
operate under a belief system that emojis are used appropriately only within
certain social interactions and relational distance rules, including systems of
formal versus casual language register. To use them outside of these unspoken
casual interactions is to break implied social distance rules. In addition, survey
respondents repeatedly reported the importance of context in understanding an
emoji’s meaning. This context is ascertained through sender/receiver
relationship knowledge as much as the actual word content that accompanies
emojis. Survey participants experienced an almost instantaneous connection
between their perception of an emoji and their perception of the sender, which
reveals intricate ways that emojis can serve as abstract surrogates of personal
identity in an often-bland digital environment.

Finally, there is mounting evidence that where text-based CMC was once
perceived as lacking important nonverbal cues and therefore always subjugated
by face-to-face exchanges, the development of emojis reinserted these relational
cues into digital interactions, leading participants to experience much richer
social interactions in networked spaces. Survey responses revealed that
commonly-used emojis may be less likely to be misunderstood by receivers, but
there is still a chance that an emoji cue can be misread and therefore

misunderstood. This phenomenon becomes increasingly likely as users select
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less-known icons along with little or no alphabetic text. The meaning of some
emojis may even be culturally or generationally situated, which reveals additional
limitations on their ability to serve as a quasi-universal language.

Whether smiling, winking, frowning, crying, laughing, surprised, upset or
sneaky, hundreds of sentiments can be conveyed through the use of emojis within
digital environments. But as we have witnessed, complex processes of encoding
and decoding occur each time we select an emoji to be transmitted to a receiver.
These processes are not static, but rather, exhibit fluid properties that necessarily
shift in degrees of meaning depending upon the context of the relationship
between sender and receiver. Perhaps the general sentiments of positive or
negative emotions remain more static within more commonly-used emojis, but
receivers consistently reported an ability to morph their decoding methods to fit
the situational context (e.g. alphabetic text and relational knowledge of the
sender) of the digital exchange. With the aid of these context clues, receivers can
successfully decode both the sender’s general attitude as well as the specific
sentiment or emotion being conveyed. In a world that is increasingly dependent
upon technology for daily relational interactions—particularly among individuals
who are separated from loved ones by time or distance—emojis are accessible,
functional, and authentically-validated iconic ambassadors fostering meaningful

visual connections between users in computer-mediated communication spaces.
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Appendix A
Emojis: Nature, Function, and Value

Project Name: The Nature, Function, and Value of Emojis as Tools of Digital
Interpersonal Communication

Primary Researcher: Niki Bliss-Carroll

Faculty Researcher: Dr. Jennifer Buckner

There are no known risks for your participation in this research study. The
information collected may not benefit you directly. The information in this study
may be helpful to others.

The completed survey results will be stored by the researcher in Google
documents, and findings will be accessible to primary researcher and faculty
researcher.

Individuals from the Gardner-Webb University Master of Arts in English graduate
program and the Institutional Review Board (IRB), and other regulatory agencies
may inspect these records. In all other respects, however, the data will be held in
confidence to the extent permitted by law. Should the data be published, your
identity will not be disclosed.

Taking part in this survey is voluntary. By completing this survey, you agree to
take part in this research study. You do not have to answer any questions that
make you uncomfortable—simply type “n/a” if you choose not to answer a
question. You may choose not to take part at all.

If you decide to be in this study, you may stop taking part at any time. If you
decide not to be in this study, or if you stop taking part at any time, you will not
lose any benefits for which you may qualify.

Please complete the survey, if you wish to participate, by Friday, April 29,
2016. If you have any questions, concerns, or complaints about the research
study, please contact Niki Bliss-Carroll at (email) or (phone)?.

If you have any questions about your rights as a research subject, you may call
the Gardner-Webb University IRB Office at (704) 406-4724. You can discuss any
questions about your rights as a research subject with a member of the IRB or
staff. The IRB is an independent committee made up of people from the
University community, staff of the institutions, as well as people from the
community not connected with these institutions. The IRB has reviewed this
research study.

2 Information removed before publishing to maintain privacy.
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* Required
1. Please check the appropriate response below. * ark only one box.
[ ] lam 18 years or older and | consent to taking this anonymous
survey.
[ ] I'am 18 years or older and | do not consent to taking this
anonymous survey. Stop filling out this form.
[ ] 1am younger than 18 years of age. Stop filling out this form.

Some Basics...
Please provide the following information.

2. Please indicate your gender. * Mark only one box.
[ ] Female
[] Male

3. Please check the box that contains your birth year. * Mark only one
box.
[ ] Born before 1946
[ ] Born between 1946-1963
[ ] Born between 1964-1980
[ ] Born between 1981-1998
[ ] Born after 1998

4. Do you own/use a Smartphone, tablet, or device equipped with an
Emoji keyboard? * Mark only one box.

[] Yes
[ ] No Skip to question 12.

When | Use Emojis...
This section will ask questions related to your use of Emojis.

5. How would you describe Emojis? *

6. Do you use Emojis to communicate a message to someone?
Please explain. *

7. In what type of communication would you use an Emoji? Check all
that apply. * Check all that apply.
[ ] Casual situations
[ ] Formal/Professional situations
[ ] Intimate/relational situations



Bliss-Carroll 73

[ ] Other:

8. Are there certain people you use Emojis with? Check all that apply.
* Check all that apply.

Acquaintances

Friends

Close friends

Family members

My spouse/boyfriend/girlfriend

Coworkers/colleagues

Other:

I [ |

9. Does their appearance affect your willingness to use them? Please
explain. *

10. Do you use some Emojis more than others? Please explain. *

11. In what way does your use of Emojis mirror your own
emotions? *

When | See Emojis...
This section will ask questions related to what you understand when you
see Emojis in messages from other people.

12. Generally speaking, do you feel you understand Emojis? * Mark
only one box.
[] Yes
[] No
[ ] Other:

13. Who is most likely to send you an Emoji? * Check all that apply.
[ ] Close friends
[ ] Family members
[ ] Acquaintances
[ ] Professional Colleagues
Other:

[]

14. Who is least likely to send you an Emoji? *

15. To understand an Emoji's meaning, which features do you
examine? Please explain. *
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16. Do you assume an Emoji is intended to represent an actual
facial expression or gesture of the sender? Please explain.

17. In what way is your understanding of an Emoji's meaning
influenced by who sent it? Please explain. *

An Emoji Analysis
Please reference the figures below to answer questions referencing your
understanding and use of the pictograph.

[P
Figure 1 D.G‘D

18. How do you interpret the meaning of the Emoji in Figure 1? Are
there alternative uses/meanings? Please explain. *

An Emoji Analysis (2nd of 6)
Please reference the figure below to answer questions referencing your
understanding and use of this pictograph.

N
Figure 2

19. How do you interpret the meaning of the Emoji in Figure 2?7 Are
there alternative uses/meanings? Please explain. *

An Emoji Analysis (3rd of 6)
Please reference the figure below to answer questions referencing your
understanding and use of this pictograph.

v N
>
A

Figure 3

20. How do you interpret the meaning of the Emoji in Figure 3? Are
there alternative uses/meanings? Please explain. *
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An Emoji Analysis (4th of 6)

Please reference the figure below to answer questions referencing your
understanding and use of this pictograph.

=

21. How do you interpret the meaning of the Emoji in Figure 4?7 Are
there alternative uses/meanings? Please explain. *

Figure 4

An Emoji Analysis (5th of 6)

Please reference the figure below to answer questions referencing your
understanding and use of this pictograph.

9V

N4
Figure 5

22. How do you interpret the meaning of the Emoji in Figure 5? Are
there alternative uses/meanings? Please explain. *

An Emoji Analysis (6th of 6)

Please reference the figure below to answer questions referencing your
understanding and use of this pictograph.

Figure 6

23. How do you interpret the meaning of the Emoji in Figure 6? Are
there alternative uses/meanings? Please explain. *



