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Abstract. Digital communication, especially through social media, has positioned stickers as
a critical and expressive tool in daily communication. However due to the huge data base
and high formality of sticker, there has been a limited understanding in this subject
comparing to emoji. This study investigate how sticker usage varies among five age groups
(0-18, 19-25, 26-40, 41-60, 60+) of social media users in China, additionally exploring the
main purposes of sticker usage as well as the diffusion of stickers on social media. By
employing a mixed-method approach of quantitative survey (n>300) and visualized graphs
& charts, we analyze sticker preferences, motivations, and adoption mechanisms across
WeChat, Weibo, RED Note, and DouYin for each age group. Stickers are categorized by
purposes (emotional, humorous, social bonding, cultural) as well as content (facial, object-
based, text-dependent), which would enable a granular analysis of generation-related trends.
It has been found in preliminary research that younger users prioritize humor and emotion-
based stickers. This study also identifies platform-specific diffusion patterns with
algorithmic-recommendation-driven adoption among younger users between peers for
emotional connection and that older users tend to be indirectly or passively influenced by
the younger users around them. We are, however, challenged by self-reporting bias and
sampling limitations that impacted a stratified sampling and scenario-based validation. By
bridging the gap between research on emoji and emerging sticker dynamics, this study offers
actionable insights for marketers to conduct more age-oriented tailoring algorithms for
media users and thus optimize the communication experience on their platforms and
potentially also reshape and enhance a cross-generational engagement in China’s digital
landscape.
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1. Introduction

With the gradual proliferation of social media, digital communication’s popularity has been boosted
to another level, since “online chatting forum was not introduced in China until 1994” [1]. Visual
tools like stickers were integral to online interaction as they are unlike emoji, which are standardized
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pictograms, stickers are culturally nuanced and platform specific. Moreover, some stickers are tied
to trending memes or even branded content. In fact, for 1.3 million users of WeChat (which is 80%
of the total Chinese population), around 389 million stickers were exchanged every day [2]. These
visuals serve more than mere embellishments since they drive expression, emotional nuance on the
basis of an intergenerational dialogue [3]. Despite the ubiquity, the focus on emojis is
disproportionately larger in the field of study and thus leaving sticker-related investigation,
particularly across age evaluations, under-explored. This gap limits the wholesome understanding in
the evolution of digital in response to generational preferences and platform mechanics.

It has been highlighted in existing studies that there does exist an age-related disparity in emoji
usage, with younger users adopting more innovative forms (including creating their own, adapting
from memes, personal jokes between friends), while older cohorts have preference for more
functional or emotional purpose-based stickers. For instance, viral stickers campaigns on DouYin
often leverage regional slang, appealing to Gen Z, whereas WeChat’s “Family Moments” stickers
cater to middle-aged through familial motifs. Such trends trigger critical questions — Do different
age groups use stickers for different communicative purposes? How do platform algorithms and peer
networks shape sticker visibility? What implication does this hold for cross-generational digital
literacy?

This study addresses all these mentioned questions through three objectives. Firstly, it analyzes
variations in sticker usage frequency and purposes across five age groups (0-18, 19-25, 26-40, 41-
60, 60+). Secondly, investigation on how social media platforms influence sticker discovery and
adoption, comparing algorithmic recommendations (WeChat’s “searching”, DouYin’s “for you”) and
organic peer sharing (through friends’ group chats). Thirdly, it gives general categorization to
stickers based on semantic function (emotional, humorous, social bonding, cultural, branded) and
content structure (facial, object-based, text-dependent) to decode generational preferences.

2. Literature review

While emoji — standardized pictograms — have been extensively studied due to its early invention
in the 1980s [4], stickers (culturally nuanced, platform-specific visuals) are, however, under-
investigated despite their growing dominance in major social platforms in China. Existing
scholarship highlights generational disparities in graphic language (emoji & stickers) adoption, with
younger users favoring innovation (creating their own stickers, based memes and jokes) and older
users prioritize functionality [5]. This focus on emoji, on the other hand, neglects stickers’ unique
role specifically being cultural-based and generational-dividing, particularly in China.

The knowledge of sticker diffusion mechanisms is sparse in particular, yet it would be applied in
various practical fields if feasible. Algorithmic recommendations can be applied to social media
strategies and that peer-driven sharing in group chats, for instance, can serve a critical method to
sticker adoption [6], but the interplay with age-specific preferences remains comparatively covert.
Studies on digital slang and memes (similar to stickers) suggest platform algorithms amplify youth-
driven trends [7], potentially marginalizing older users who rely on passive exposure. This aligns
with media ecology theory [8], which posits that discourse tools reshape social dynamics which is a
lens rarely applied to sticker usage.

Theoretical gaps persist in categorizing stickers by purpose (emotional, humorous, social
bonding, cultural, branded) and content (facial, object-based, text-dependent). While Herring and
Dainas [9] classify emojis by semantic function, stickers’ hybrid nature (e.g., branded content,
cultural references) demands a tailored framework. Additionally, existing studies on Chinese digital
behavior focus narrowly on youth [10], overlooking cross-generational engagement. This study
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addresses these gaps by examining sticker usage across five age groups (0-18, 19-25, 26-40, 41-60,
60+), analyzing age-preference correlation, and helps create a categorization system to decode
generational preferences.

This research is based on media ecology theory, positing that communication tools reshape social
discourse patterns. Through examination on stickers as an innovation in linguistics, this study will
contribute to debates on digital language evolution while offering practical strategies designing
inclusive platform design. For social media marketers, findings clarify on aligning branded-stickers
with age-specific humor or cultural codes, while for policymakers, they can apply the results on
regulating sticker content without stifling creativity. Ultimately, this work advances understanding
of how generational divides manifest in Chinese rapid digitalized society.

3. Methodology

The study employs a sequential integrated quantitative survey to explore sticker usage across five
age cohorts in China. Data collection occurs in the three phases: 1. A pilot survey refining
categorization frameworks; 2. A primary survey (n > 300, 50+ per age group); 3. Data analysis and
visualization with pie charts, bar charts, and scatter plots.

3.1. Survey design

The survey, distributed via WeChat, Weibo, RED Note, and DouYin, comprises of four sections:
1. Demographics: age, gender, weekly social media usage hours.
2. Usage Patterns: frequency of sticker use, primary platforms, and context.
3. Sticker Preferences: Participants rank their preferred and commonly used sticker types that are

categorized from different perspectives.
4. Adoption Drivers: Multiple choice questions on discovery methods, rated by influence.

3.2. Sampling

A stratified sampling strategy ensures even representation across ages and platforms. Quotas are
enforced as well using screening questions, with targeted social media recruitment and partnership
with elder communities who tend to communicate among themselves mostly. To mitigate self-
reporting bias, scenario-based questions are given, as well as clarifications on sticker definitions,
and a cohesive and comprehensive series of questions, anchoring responses in concrete behaviors
[11].
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4. Findings

Figure 1. Preferred platforms for sticker usage

We asked participants to rank their most frequent and preferred platforms of using stickers. The
results are shown in the figure above. RED Note is significantly favored for sending stickers, with
WeChat being ranked the second preferred platform. However, stickers are less frequently sent in
Weibo and TikTok. This is consistent with our hypothesis that the popularity of sticker usage on
RED Note and WeChat overwhelms that of Weibo and TikTok. RED Note and WeChat, which are
platforms that are primarily social media platforms focused on daily interaction, have abundant
sticker sets that are defaulted in the systems, meaning that stickers are highly accessible within these
applications. In contrast, Weibo and TikTok are both functional platforms, with the former platform
designed for news sharing and the latter one focusing on short video spreading. With limited and
often unnoticed sticker sets and low needs for sticker usage, Weibo and TikTok embrace relatively
less sticker usage.

Figure 2. Purpose of sticker usage

We asked the participants to rank their purposes of using stickers in daily interaction. Among all
age groups, the major purpose for sticker usage is to express humor, followed by social bonds,
emotions and cultural ideas. Delving into age-specific patterns, social-sticker usage peaks at 3.61 for
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41-60 middle-aged-people, indicating the preference of pragmatic use over recreational use of
stickers in this particular age group; emotional stickers are most frequently used among 26-40-year-
olds, reflecting their needs to relieve from stress brought by different social roles. Cultural stickers
are underused in any age group, mainly because of the lack of integration of the newly-introduced
means of communication into its connection with a broader social context. Moreover, stickers as a
communication tool primarily designed for recreational and informal purposes, are not usually
considered a proper tool for spreading culture-related content.

Figure 3. Preferred content of sticker used

We asked the participants to rank their preferred content of stickers used, including animal-based,
animation-based, emoji based, human-face-based, and object-based stickers, in daily interaction.
Among all age groups, the most preferred content for sticker usage is animals, followed by
animation, human faces, and objects. Investigating age-specific patterns, animation-based stickers’
preference rating peaks at 4.36 for 26-40-year-olds. Dating back to the 1980s and 1990s when
people from this group were born and raised, there the rapid emergence of animation series took
place. Consequently, people aged 26-40 are more familiar with animation elements, leading to their
frequent use of animation-related stickers. The ratings of emoji-based stickers are balanced across
different age groups, revealing the preference of simplicity and cross-generational familiarity for all
age groups.

Figure 4. Preference for the usage of signs and words in stickers
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We asked participants to rank their preference for the usage of signs and words in stickers. The
three options are: stickers with signs and words serving predominant roles, stickers with signs and
words serving as auxiliary descriptions for thematic elements, and stickers without any signs and
words. From this chart, we see differing trends in the preferences for signs and words across age
groups. For people aged 0-18 and 19-25, they show high preference for signs and words in primary
roles and low acceptance of text-free stickers; the preference for auxiliary text stands in the middle.
However, for people aged 26-40, 41-60, and above 60, there is a strong reliance on auxiliary text.
This might indicate that younger age groups rely heavily on explicit information, hoping to directly
convey their ideas and emotions; older age groups, in contrast, send clear messages and are familiar
with visual metaphors, reducing the need for further textual explanation.

Figure 5. Common scenarios of sticker usage

We asked our participants to rank their common scenarios of using stickers as a communication
tool to investigate the purpose and intentions of people when deciding to send stickers. The four
options are: “I try to make the conversation more simple and convenient” “I want to express my
emotions more intensely” “I want to make my expressions more vivid and lively” “Words alone
can’t help me fully express my ideas and emotions”. According to the overall feedback, people from
all age groups view convenience and emotional expression over vividness, and the least common
reason for using stickers is the lack of appropriate textual expression. In particular, young adults
aged 19-25 highly value convenience and emotional intensity, and show low reliance on vividness
and text substitution, probably attributable to their dependency on communication efficiency and
confidence in communication clarity. In contrast, older groups aged 60+ show the lowest emphasis
on convenience but the highest reliance on text substitution, revealing their deficiency in textual
communication.
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Figure 6. Sources of stickers used

Participants were asked to identify the sources of their stickers used. Across all age groups, the
preferred sources of stickers are searching specific key words and saving stickers that others shared.
This finding is significant for sticker developers and marketers that they’d better prioritize
investment in developing more efficient searching engines for stickers to help users more efficiently
acquire and save desired stickers.

5. Discussion

This study set out to investigate the use of stickers on social media across different age groups.
Specifically, we asked: What types of stickers do different age groups prefer to use, and how and
why do they use stickers? Below we discuss our findings in relation to these questions.

The overall trends of preferred types of stickers used are similar among all age groups, with
animal and animation stickers being most favored in terms of content, humorous and social bonding
stickers being most popular in terms of purpose, and signs and words serving as crucial components
of the stickers.

However, there are still age-specific differences between different age groups. 0-18 year-olds
show highest preference for emotional stickers; young adults aged 19-25 have the highest reliance
on the convenience of stickers; animation-based stickers are rated highest among middle-aged
adults; older groups show lower reliance on predominant text in stickers.

6. Limitations

A limitation of the survey is that we analyzed far more quantitative data than qualitative data due to
time constraints. Thus, we weren’t able to determine more personalized preference on the usage of
stickers on social media. However, we integrated some qualitative surveys by integrating scenarios
into multiple choice surveys to ensure both the efficiency and the accuracy of our survey and results.

Another limitation is that we only included hypothetical reasons behind the preferences of
different age groups as we failed to contact respondents for follow-up interviews. However, the
reasons stated in our essay are brought after thoughtful consideration and are reliable.
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7. Conclusion

Our study of the role of social media in spreading sticker usage across different age groups in China
found insightful patterns and differences of user preferences and motivations behind sticker usage.
Based on our findings, we proposed possible strategies for sticker developers to expand the exposure
of stickers that cater to different age groups’ needs.

For 0-18-year-olds, blending emotional stickers with text overlays can maximize sticker utility;
for 19-25-year-old young adults, stickers with simple yet synoptical content are preferred; for
middle-aged adults, animation-based stickers with auxiliary texts are optimal; for older adults,
simplifying stickers by reducing texts and optimizing sticker discovery paths is crucial.
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