Proceedings of the International Conference on Global Politics and Socio-Humanities
DOI: 10.54254/2753-7064/29/20230533

What Factors Influence the Meaning of Smiling Emoji in
WeChat Conversation

Jihao Tong*®*, Chuming You?

'Faculty of Humanity and Social Science, University of Nottingham, Ningbo, 315100, China
2Guangdong Country Garden School, Guangdong, 528312, China
a. 2964649388@qq.com
*corresponding author

Abstract: This paper explores the semantic and pragmatic meaning of smiling emoji
occurring with text in Chinese online communication and discovers what factors might have
an effect on context meaning. Five top popular smiling emojis from WeChat have been
selected to set scenes that are most common in daily life. Based on the multimodal analysis
framework, how people use emojis in the text will be analyzed to discover representational,
interpersonal, and textual features of emojis. It is found that visual graphic features, age,
relationship between interlocutors, and structure can all influence the meaning of emoji.
People use different ways to use emoji to achieve their goals and hidden purposes. In general,
emojis often occur at the end of the text, substituting or assisting words to achieve speech
acts and promote emotional feeling.
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1. Introduction

Online communication has infiltrated daily life greatly with the rapid development of technology and
the massive application of mobile equipment. Unlike oral communication, online communication
lacks non-verbal elements such as gestures, facial expressions, and phonetic cues. Even though,
sociolinguistics has paid significant attention to this new field due to its unique and special properties
[1]. Online communication devised new non-verbal cues, such as capitalization for strong emotions
and continuous punctuation marks to express various feelings or emphasis, to help communicate and
transmit feelings [2]. Emoji, as another newly invented non-verbal cue, is widely used as well.
Emojis are colored graphic icons and have relatively direct meanings [3]. which originated in Japan
and are successors to emoticons. Due to its multimodal and non-verbal features, emojis usually occur
with text. According to Yang and Liu [4], both semantic and pragmatic meanings assist and
complement conversation. However, in many cases, semantic meaning mismatches with the hidden
speech acts. This phenomenon happens quite often in China's online communication. Various
platform has adapted emojis and modified some emojis. For example, Weibo and WeChat platforms
(the two biggest online communication platforms) have different versions of smiling faces. As a result,
different people, based on their ages, familiarity with the online environment, and other factors, will
use and interpret the same emojis in different ways, which will lead to misunderstanding. One typical
exciting phenomenon is the use of a smiling face. The young generation will regard it as a way to
show sarcasm, while older people will assume it as a kind and friendly smile. Thus, in this research,
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we would like to discover what factors influence the meaning of emoji. We adopted a multimodal
analysis framework to study from three perspectives: ideational (semantic), interpersonal (pragmatic),
and textual meaning. Questionnaires are made to discover different age groups’ perceptions and
actual use of 5 typical smiling emojis in WeChat. Firstly, the overall pattern of usage will be
quantitively analyzed, and then several detailed occasions will be further analyzed.

2. Literature Review

In the current online digital communication environment, the usage of emojis has become
increasingly prevalent. It expands the way people transmit information, such as expressing emotions,
attitudes, and hidden meanings. Different emojis might share the same sentiments and feelings to
assist sentence construction, while the same emoji sometimes will be adapted for different
circumstances [5]. In addition, the combination or selection of emoji’s type and token is complex,
which can result in achieving different semantic and pragmatic meanings for the interlocutor’s needs.
Thus, emoji provide a huge database for sociolinguistics to study. Plenty of previous researchers have
studied how users use emojis in different ways to achieve their intended speech acts [6]. For example,
Liu and Yang have studied the influence of different emoji attaching to the same text [2-4]. The text
is “A driver on the highway go the wrong way and said ‘I think it is feasible’.” When there is no
context to help understand the circumstances, emojis assist in constructing the meaning. When the
emoji describes a sweating face with an ashamed smile, the text emoji cooccurrence reflects that the
speaker had a fluke mentality and did not think what he had done was improper. When the emoji is a
grey and white cartoon-style skull, the text’s meaning then switches to showing how the speaker feels
sorry and regret about what he had done. Besides from their semantic function, different emoji also
shows different pragmatic function such as expressing different emotions or achieving personal goals.

Considering the special feature of emoji that it provides both semantic and pragmatic meaning to
the discourse, the multimodal analysis framework is the most suitable one to analyze the meaning. In
almost all kinds of communication methods, meaning cannot merely be expressed verbally. It is also
communicated through multiple semiotic modes [7]. Multimodal discourse analysis then provides a
proper way to see how multiple modes of communication, such as images, sound, or other factors,
interact for communication purposes. This framework helps to capture the complexity by studying
how different modes interact and convey the whole meaning, and it recognizes the importance of each
mode in influencing the interpretation of the conversation. In online communication, it suits emojis
as well, which is a typical visual graphic image and can help people to have a more comprehensive
understanding of discourse. This framework was built based on Halliday’s systemic-functional
theories and expanded to paralinguistic and non-linguistic aspects by Kress and Leeuwen [8].
According to Kress and van Leeuwen, a metafunctional analysis framework has the ability to discover
how different modes work together to make meaning with a top-down frame [9]. There are three
metafunctions working together to create overall meaning: ideational function, interpersonal function,
and textual function.

According to Kress and van Leeuwen, ideational meaning represents’ the world around and inside
people’[9]. Various semiotic modes have their features, and lexical and grammatical functions to
relate to each other to create meaning. For example, some images can be classified into analytical
ideational meaning that the picture mainly emphasizes the parts-wholes relationship. From creating
this spatial relationship, protagonists will be more salient. Thus, simply speaking, ideational meaning
mainly focuses on the image itself and, in this research, focuses on the visual feature of different
emojis and their semantic meaning. Liu and Yang pointed out that emojis can be regarded as
pictograms, which provides visual alternative or supplement for text [3,4]. In addition, emojis can be
categorized into different groups such as iconic (smiles, sad faces) and symbolic such as star signs.
In this research, only smiling iconic emojis are taken as an example.
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In addition, semiotic modes have to make relationships and achieve goals with viewers. Certain
social interactions and relationships are achieved by using different modes for different pragmatic
functions. For example, Kress and van Leeuwen said gaze as a semiotic mode creates or decreases
the interaction between gaze producer and other interlocutors by simply showing direct visual sights
or not [9]. According to Herring and Dainas [10], there are 6 pragmatic functions of graphic symbols:
mention, reaction, tone modification, action, riff, and narrative sequence. People use emojis to
achieve speech, act to make relationships or achieve personal needs. From another perspective, people
will accommodate other interlocutors by imitating their speech style, such as using different emojis.
However, when the receiver interprets emojis incorrectly, misunderstanding happens, and original
goals cannot be achieved. It focuses on the structure and organization of text and semiotic modes for
textual meaning. Ai et al. found that emoji typically occur with text, usually following the whole text
[11]. While, in some situations, emoji will substitute words or phrases. The way text and emoji co-
construct sentences influence the overall meaning as well, such as adding tone and irony.

3. Methodology
3.1. Data collection

The data were collected from the questionnaire designed on the website (https://www.wjx.cn).

Participants were divided into two age groups: teenagers (aged fourteen and twenty-five) and
middle-aged (aged between forty-five and fifty-nine). A pilot study was designed to choose the most
commonly used emojis to represent “smiling” emojis. After the pilot study, five emojis were chosen.
Their original meanings were defined as: “grin,” “chuckle,” “smile,” “drool,” and “cool” in the
WeChat emoji. However, the participants had different understandings of the emojis. Based on the
pilot study, another questionnaire was designed to discover what factors may influence the meanings
of the “smiling” emojis.

3.2. Questionnaire design

Overall, there are ten questionnaires per set were selected. The website has conducted some simple
statistics on the answers. Excel was used for further analysis to calculate the mean and frequency of
using the five emojis and their functions under different circumstances.

The questionnaire questions were divided into three parts according to the multimodal discourse
analysis: ideational, interpersonal, and textual meaning. As for quantitative purposes, the first part
consists of five questions, and the second part has two questions. The third part had set several
circumstances followed by choices of “smiling” emoji and the surveyees also needed to choose the
meanings behind their choices. It should be mentioned here that the third part is short answer
questions that must be analyzed quantitatively and qualitatively. It includes both interpersonal and
textual meanings to study the pragmatic and semantics meaning. The content of the first part was to
rate different sentimental aspects of each emoji to study whether different group’s participants’
general perceptions towards the emoji were positive or negative. Thus, the dimensions of emojis are
designed with two positive and three negative states. The score 0 means feel none of this emotion,
while five means the highest intensity. An example is shown below:
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Q: ‘What 15 your understanding of what kind of this-emotion does this-emoj1’s stand for?

1. BT D B E N IER S :

0 1 2 3 a 5

stz Joy

g Confidence

f7# Surprised
m# Satire
7% Disgust

Figure 1: An example of questions in the first part of the questionnaire.

The second part was multiple choice questions to examine under certain given circumstances.
whether or not the participants will use emojis to communicate with others. This part was set to

analyze different participants’ attitudes about using emojis in formal or casual contexts. An example
is shown below.

Q: Your supervisor/teacher has assigned - » )
you a brand new task. When communicating 6. LEVSIDEIEGHEIR T — 1 2Ha0ILss.
online with  colleagues/classmates  or FEARERME S, SESEWESEELE
superiors/teachers  in  this  unfamiliar S R L8 | R A A -
field, you will: =) ;xlﬁﬁfj»f_'l.:)‘\un.ejﬂ, = . -

To use emaoji Not to use emaojl

{EEHEmMOoji A~ FHEmoji

Old colleagues/classmates EH%

New colleagues/classmates #mw

Supervisor/teacher o

Figure 2: An example of questions in the second part of the questionnaire.

The third part was short-answer questions. The content was to sort out and induce the main
opinions of the emoji they chose by examinees’ short answers. Based on different situations, different
questions are set for participants to answer, which are social context, learning context, job context,
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family context, and public context. This part investigated the examinees’ perception and purposes for

the emoji’s use.
An example is shown below:

'8, REWPAEERRSHMETE, INSE
THEmojihiEFE—TemopitIEE (t&
FLIREwR %~ emoiiffS)

1.9293894.85%
IEREES (RN ECFEFS, 1)

&)

* 9. ERNZEmoTE R T PRTRINFRNES
A

ESES (PEE™? )
FTESX (GEREENRIRE? )

LAERE

10, IR LN, MEAGTE FEIMAEMITE
EHODER (1.92 339485
=) B, BRREARIEREST
A

Q: Parents suddenly arrange for you to have a blind
date alone. Please choose one emoji below to make
a sentence to reply (Only an emoji also will do).

Choose a number

Make a sentence

What is your understanding of the role of this emoji
in this sentence?

Enhance of tone?
The meaning by using this emoji?
All of the above

Please briefly describe what you would like the
recipient to do after seeing the message, based on
the previous question

Figure 3: An example of questions in the third part of the questionnaire.

73



Proceedings of the International Conference on Global Politics and Socio-Humanities
DOI: 10.54254/2753-7064/29/20230533

4.  Result
A
LY
@
Positive emaotions Negative emaofions
R { happiress Bl ( conficence } 8 ( supunso) 1, 18 ( sarcasm | 1. FEE ( disgust )
P Tomnager | 14 —25 § :Mean 4.2 31 1.4 34 24
<hEF Middhe Aged [ 45~ 59 } Maan ET 4.4 1.9 1.7 13
AA
Positive emofions Negative emotions
B { rappiress ) BN ( confidencs | R supurisa) 1, 188 | sarcasm | 1. FEE ( disgust )
WS Teanager (14 ~25 ) (Maan 38 2 18 41 23
REE Middle figed [ 45~ BS ) “Mean A4 31 25 26 1
I~
o
Positive emotions Negative emotions
B2 | happiness | El [ confidence ) AT [ supuris=) 1, ®¥ ( sarcasm ) 1. FE [disgust )
W Toanager (14 =25 ) :Mean 25 1.8 17T 81 L]
=hEE Middllas Aged [ 45~ 59 ] Maan 28 2 29 1.8 17
LA 4
=/
Positive emotions Negative emotions
Wit { happisass | B [ confidence ) A | supurise) 1. B ( sarasm ) 1, B | disgust )
W Teerager [ 14 -35 ) Adsan 4.9 3 3 21 15
elfl Wl Aged |45 - 50 ) | Mean 532 4 a2 1.2 1
=
Fositive emotions Negative emotions
Wt | happaess Bl | condiderde | W [ suprise) 1. W | sarcasm ) 1. GG ( disgust )
W Teerager [ 14 -35 ] Mean 18 55 1.4 1.8 14
il Mats Agee | 45 - 50 ) Mesn 4 1 2.4 1.4 1

Figure 4: The result of the first part of the questionnaire.

As the data in Figures 1, 2, and 3 show, there is a typical pattern revealed in the part 1 answers. The
middle-aged group has a relatively high score in feeling positive emotions, while teenagers feel more
negative emotions, such as sarcasm and disgust.

For example, as Figure 4 shows, the two sets have different understandings of emoji 1. Teenagers
gave a relatively high score to “happiness.” However, the meaning of sarcasm was also high at 3.4
points. As for the middle-aged, most of them agree that the choice “happiness” does take a proportion
of the emotion for 5.7 points. Then, the emotion of confidence followed as 4.4 points. The middle-
aged group scores much higher in positive emotions while having a quite low score in feeling negative
emotions.

The same phenomenon happens in the second emoji. Teenagers gave a score for sarcasm of 4.1
points, which was much higher than the points of the middle-aged, which was only 2.6 points. The
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third emoji showed excellent discrimination on negative emotion. Both “sarcasm” and “disgust” were
chosen at a high rate by teenagers, while middle-aged people chose the opposite scores. The two
groups have similar results in the fourth and fifth emoji, but they still reveal the general pattern.

Tearagerns Middle agad

wWhen you are assigned a brand new business, in this unfamiliar territory,
to communicate with different people online

Figure 5: The result of the second part of the questionnaire.

a B B B B

At a party, you added the WeChat account of an old colleague/classmate you
haven'tseen for o leng fime, and you added a new WeChat contact through
another friend. In greeting

Figure 6: The result of the second part of the questionnaire.

As Figure 5 shows, when facing a particular working/learning condition, teenagers had a lower
proportion of using emojis to connect with new classmates, and their professors, as middle-aged
people, chose to use emojis more when contacting old mates. In the second situation shown in
Figure 6, it can be seen that the percentage of middle-aged people who had the will to use emoji is
higher than teenagers as well.
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Situation 1:Parents suddenly arrange for you to
have a blind date alone

10C

U

EiIHH\H

mEEERE

Figure 7: The result of the third part of the questionnaire.

The desired purpose or effect

Anunderstanding of the role Emofji play in the sentence

E
B
E
E
E
E
E
B
[

Eaprass Ematian

Figure 8: The result of the third part of the questionnaire.

Table 1: Desired purpose or effect interviewed in the questionnaire.

The desired purpose or effect

Middle-aged Group Lighten the atmosphere

Happy and cheerful

Happy

I’m happy as well

Don’t arrange it

Resistance

Understanding
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Table 1: (continued).

Teenager Group Persuade to quit

No need to have a date

Understand my difficulties

Let the other person understand their

resistance

Cancel the meeting

Cancel the blind date

Because they are elders, smiling faces may
be more friendly to them, but they can also

express speechless and surprised hearts

Figure 7 suggests that the proportion of the emoji’s selection was the same. However, the meaning
is quite different. It can be seen in Figure 8 and Table 1, that both teenagers and middle-aged group
agree with the usage of emoji to express emotion and achieve purposes. At the same time, the actual
use and interpretation is quite different. Most of the teenagers in this experiment refused to join the
blind date, but they still chose the “smile” emoji as replies to their parents. As for the middle-aged,
most of them decided to reply in a positive way and use smiling emojis to show original meaning.
That is showing happiness in Figure 9 and Table 2.

Situation 2:ParGood friends contact you online and
invite you to play where you used to recommend

E

]

3
3
3
w
o
4
L
o8

Figure 9: The result of the emoji choosing.
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Table 2: Phrases made according to the questionnaire.

Phrases they made

Middle-aged Group
Yes Yes!

Eager to go

For fun

Emoji 4

Happy!

Emoji 4, Great!

Teenager Group
Yeah!

Ok!

Yes! Yes! Yes! (Obsessed)

Wow, thank you! I’'m deeply moved, I was
dying to go there. Emoji 4

For Real?

Wow!!!Great! (drooling)

In situation 2, only four emoji:1,2,4,5 were chosen to be replied. The proportion of the usage of
emoji 3 of teenagers and the middle-aged were the same. Teenagers’ use of emoji 5 is triple that of
middle-aged people, but for emoji one, they were half of the data of middle-aged people. As for emoji
2, it was only chosen by middle-aged people. When the participants were asked to fill in their attitudes
toward this situation, they all showed a positive attitude through the four emojis mentioned. The
analysis of situations 3 and 4 is shown in Figure 10.

78



Proceedings of the International Conference on Global Politics and Socio-Humanities
DOI: 10.54254/2753-7064/29/20230533

Same Emoji, different meaning

Situation3: When your boss instructs you online on how to complete a project,
respond to him

” A v
* Mostrepliesare : Thank you! Or Okay! 3 o -4

= Luy) b/ ~’ = -
+ The emojisthey selected are mostly: Emojil or 3 = 7 o - o

3

Purposes/Effect: Let the leader know that he has understood the
situation, express his ability to accomplish, as well as respect, gratitude

Different Emoji, similar meaning

Situation 4: When a colleague/classmate snaps at you online about their exploits, respond

x
=
E
[}
®
fieenac-d
Cmo

(1P
§

@ :’/ = 4
Purpose/effect

Make him feel unwanted, make him understand and end the
conversation

Figure 10: Emoji and its meaning.
5. Analysis

According to the multimodal analysis framework’s ideational meaning, visual features will have
vague emoji meanings. Although all these “smiling” emoji were originally designed as a positive
feature indicating happiness and friendliness with merely slight differences, young people tend to
assign a novel use to the emoji, which conveys negative meanings such as sarcasm and speechlessness
[12,13]. This might be attributed to platform differences. Each platform will make the emoji’s graphic
features different by modifying color or facial feature details. Unlike letters, which can only be
interpreted as letters regardless of form, emojis are open to interpretation. Tigwell and Flatla found
significant differences in interpreting the sentiment and intensity of facial emojis between Android
and Apple emojis [14]. Miller demonstrated that there is 25% disagreement on sentiment in emoji
rendering, and there is great difference in describing emoji’s semantic meaning [15]. In this
experiment, the graphic feature can also influence emoji’s semantic meaning and people’s perception.
For example, one possible factor that influences the third emoji’s meaning is that the eyes look down,
and there are too many whites of the eyes, so it seems contemptuous. At the same time, the smile does
not cause the muscles near the eyes to contract, so it feels like a fake smile. As for the first emoyji, it
exposes teeth and bends eye muscles, so it got a relatively high score in positive emotions. Jing
demonstrated that the sender’s age affects the perception of emojis when facing ambiguous statements
because they might have more comparisons between different versions of emojis, so young senders
were more likely to see sarcasm [16].

Discourse meaning is not only interpreted by the image itself. Context, the relationship between
sender and receiver, and pragmatic functions influence interpretation. According to Kelly and Watts
[17], people prefer emojis to maintain or end conversations or build harmonious relationships.
Gullberg also claimed that emojis could enhance emotion intensity, show receipt of the message, and
manage conversational feelings (serious, friendly) [18]. Generally speaking, people use emojis to
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express emotion, achieve speech acts, and increase informality. In part 2, it is evident that older people
prefer emojis in almost every condition, while young people refuse to use them when facing serious
or new conditions. Both old and young senders tend to use more emojis in close relationships
regardless of potentially ambiguous statements. Emojis help create an informal and casual
environment, and the hidden speech act may be the will to let the receiver perceive. In serious
conditions, young people prefer not to use emojis to show that they are reliable and not taking the job
seriously. In part 3, situation 1, although young people wanted to refuse their parents and show bad
emotions, they still used smiling emojis to reply. This is probably due to the accommodation theory
that people intend to speak the way they assume interlocutors will have. This way, young people can
express their feelings and maintain a harmonious relationship with their parents. The hidden
pragmatic speech act is the will to cancel the blind date even though their parents might not interpret
that deeply. Middle-aged group people, primarily use emoji to maintain relationships and increase
informality.

In situation 2, the two groups use emojis to connect emotionally with their friends to show
excitement and happiness. The usage of exclamation mark work aligns with emojis to increase
emotion intensity. What can be mentioned here is the extra pragmatic function of the middle-aged
group. They additionally show grace and respect to their friend, which is unseen in the young group.
In situations 3 and 4, it can be concluded that different emojis might share the same sentiments and
feelings to assist sentence construction. In contrast, the same emoji sometimes will be adapted for
other circumstances and speech acts [2,5]. Textual meaning of emoji focuses on the structure of emoji
and text. In most cases, emojis appear behind the whole text to express emotion or add meaning to
the discourse. The system helps construct the overall purpose.

6. Conclusion

In conclusion, this paper discovered what factors influence emoji's semantic and pragmatic meaning
and how people use it to achieve their purposes. This study might help explain some basic phenomena
in current Chinese online communication and help people understand how smiling emojis create
ambiguity. Thus, people can reduce misunderstanding and decline disharmony in communication.
The questionnaire showed the pattern of different age groups’ frequency and preference of using
emojis. Although there is limited data to generalize the emoji-using situation, it can still reveal some
features about the usage. Visual graphic elements, age, relationship between interlocutors, and
structure can all influence the meaning of emoji. People use different ways to use emoji to achieve
their goals and hidden purposes. However, the social and cultural background is not included in this
research, which can show how these factors influence people’s identity. The understanding of online
communication and new things is also hard to measure in study.
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