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Abstract: It is well-established that emojis play an essential part when communicating with
others online. This study investigates the different preferences of emojis among different age
groups. The interview is done to support the investigation. Respondents are divided by age
into two groups. (respondents aged from 10-30 and respondents aged from 31-50) They are
asked to answer several questions which are designed based on the theory of conversational
implicature. Respondents' answers are collected and analyzed. The result showed that there
are differences in emoji preferences between age groups. The result suggests that there is a
distinguished difference between young people and older people in the choice of emojis.
Older people tend not to use emojis that convey negative emotions, and the younger people
can feel the emojis' implications hidden in it through the context.
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1. Introduction

The public recognizes the role of emojis as a way of communication. Emojis have been indispensable
and efficient tools in online interaction with the booming Internet and dramatically fast emergence of
electronic communication channels. [1] A growing body of literature recognizes the importance of
the link between the preference for emojis and people's age. Digital footprints of people's language
usage in social media posts were found to allow for their age and gender inferences. [2] Emojis have
been a significant area of interest within the field of linguistics. In recent years, there has been an
increasing interest in the controversies of the feelings about emojis, which is common for people of
different ages. Of particular concern is that until now, the research on people of different ages have
different preferences for emojis are not much. Thus, it is hard to explore the link between the
preference for emojis and people's age.

Recent evidence suggests that there are some different preferences of people from different age
groups. Regarding linguistic differences with age, research indicates that older people use more
positive emotion words (e.g., "happy"), fewer negative emotion words, like "angry", and fewer self-
references, such as "me". [2] Hence, there are some differences between people of different ages when
using emojis, namely their preference for emojis. One of the most significant current discussions on
emojis is what are the differences in the preferences of people of different ages over the use of emojis?
Most studies in emojis have only focused on proving differences in preferences of people of different
ages. However, up to now, far little attention has been paid to exploring what the differences were.
The central thesis of this paper is to analyze the differences in preferences for emojis among different
age groups. Data for this study were collected by interviewing people of different ages. This work
will generate fresh insight into the differences in the preferences of people of different ages over the
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use of emojis. But this study cannot encompass the effects of relevant age differences in emojis, such
as the interpretation of emojis.

The overall structure of the study takes four parts; the first part is the studies in the past. The second
part is concerned with the methodology used in this study. The third part focuses on the result of the
study. The last part is about the discussion based on the outcome.

2. Literature Review

There are a lot of theories that can prove there are differences in preferences for emojis among
different age groups. Although the literature covers various such theories, this review will focus on
the conversational implicature theory. This theory provides semantic support for the difference in the
preferences for emojis by different age groups.

Most studies of emojis were focused on interpretation. Susan C. Herring and Ashley R. Dainas
argued that gender and age influence the interpretation of emoji functions. [3] Later, Jing Cui
discussed the emoji-based sarcasm interpretation between younger and older adults. Current studies
do not correlate well with preferences for emojis across age groups. [4] Very few studies on emojis
are solely about age groups, and even fewer involve preferences.

Therefore, studying the preference for emojis by age groups can fill a gap in the field of emoji
research regarding preference differences.

3. Method

In this paper, I select eight emojis from Wechat (one of the famous Chinese social media) to analyze
the different preferences for emojis across age groups. My interview questions are:

2

a) How do you feel about #* and “¥? What kind of emotion do they convey? Can you tell the
difference between the two emojis, if so, what is the difference? Which one is usually used in your
communication?

b) How do you feel about % and 2 What kind of emotion do they convey? Can you tell the
difference between the two emojis, if can, what is the difference? Which one is usually used in your
communication?

¢) How do you feel about = and “'? What kind of emotion do they convey? Can you tell the
difference between the two emojis, if can, what is the difference? Which one is usually used in your
communication?

d) Which group of emoji are usually used in your communication? (preference)

Group A: @® ) Group B: @&

This interview set 4 questions, question 1-3 are mainly focus on different choice among two age
groups, in order to figure out their preference on two emojis that convey the same emotion. (i.e.,
question 1 is two emojis showing cry; question 2 is two emojis showing embarrassment; question 3
is two emojis showing a smiling face. Question 4 is set two groups of emojis that separately the
positive one and the negative one, the positive means that the emojis in that group showing the
positive emotions, vice versa.

This interview set 4 questions; questions 1-3 are mainly focused on the different choices among
two age groups in order to figure out their preference for two emojis that convey the same emotion.
(i.e., question 1 is two emojis showing cry; question 2 is two emojis showing embarrassment; question
3 is two emojis showing a smiling face. Question 4 is set two groups of emojis, separately the positive
one and the negative one: the positive means that the emojis in that group show positive emotions,
and vice versa.

The interview questions are designed based on the theory of conversational implicature. Based on
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theoretical interviews, these questions were designed to allow respondents to associate emoji with the
"implication" when describing their choice preferences.

I collected and analyzed the interviewees' answers and made Table 1. I make the conclusion in
three aspects: feeling, positive/ negative and using frequency. The feeling part is the feelings of each
emoji when interviewees see the emoji. The attitude part is distinguished by whether the emotions
the emoji conveys are positive or negative. As for the using frequency part, I divide the frequency
into "often" and "seldom".

4. Result
Table 1. Result of the interview.
Age Feeling Attitude Using Frequency
10-30 Feel wronged Negative Often
L 31-50 A cute crying face Seldom
()
X Z 10-30 Crying sadly Negative Often
i 31-50 A crying face Seldom
'J--Ll (sob) showing sadness
P 10-30 Using when | did | Negative Often
(& something
n inappropriate
(awkward) 31-50 An embarrassment Seldom
emoji
{\ 10-30 Using when others | Negative Often
LA A did something
\\w__,/ (grinning awkward
face with sweat) 31-50 An embarrassment Seldom
emoji
< 10-30 An emoji indicates | Negative Seldom
e irony
- (smile) 31-50 A friendly smiling | Positive Seldom
face
- 10-30 A smiling face | Positive Seldom
showing politeness
(joyful) 31-50 A cute smiling face Often

5. Discussion

This interview indicates that people from 31-50 years old do not tend to use emojis that mean negative
emotions, which is the same as the conclusion of Timo K. Koch et al. [2] Regarding linguistic
differences with age, research suggests that older people use more positive emotion words (e.g.,
"happy"), fewer negative emotion words, like "angry". [2] Some are concerned that it is a stereotype
that older people are friendly. However, this "stereotype" is not an unfounded inference. The
conclusion of Jing Cui proves it. An ordering and sequencing principle—"precedence of the old over
the young"—emphasizes a communication pattern that older people should be loving and friendly
and the younger should be pious and respectful. [4] This conclusion also corresponds with the opinion
that older people tend not to use emojis that convey negative emotions.

Because they are showing love and friendliness when communicating. In question 4, all the people
over 30 prefer emojis in Group A. Both interviewee five and interviewee 6 are aware of the distinction
between Group A and Group B. They mentioned a similar opinion that the emojis in Group A convey
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negative emotions and those in Group B convey positive emotions. What is more, Interviewee 5 put
forward the idea that he does not want to show his negative emotions to others, especially unfamiliar
people. Hence, he seldom uses emojis in Group B. He also added an interesting interpretation of the
reason why he rarely uses emojis that indicate negative emotions. He thinks that one salient feature
of Chinese is that most of them are implicit. Chinese people are even unwilling to let others tell they
are in positive emotions, not mentioned to those negative ones. And Interviewee 6 noted that in his
daily life, he is not used to expressing his feelings online. Even once he used some "positive" emojis
(i.e., the emojis showing positive emotions), the emojis did not mean that he really had positive
emotions. As for the negative emojis (i.e., the emojis showing negative feelings), he said he just uses
them a little bit more than the people who never use emojis. He adds that showing negative emotions
to others, especially unfamiliar ones, is impolite. Hence, he seldom uses emojis that indicate negative
emotions.

Moreover, from question 1 to question 3, it is evident that younger people have a more thorough
and deep comprehension of emojis. That is to say. Younger people can feel the subtle difference
between emojis. All the interviewees aged between 10-30 could tell the difference between the two
emojis in questions 1 to 3, while not all the people from 31-50 years old could distinguish them. And
I notice that younger people can quickly adopt the new meaning of emojis while older people stick
with tradition. Like the first smiling face in question 3, two interviewees from 10-30 years old said it
has the function of showing speechlessness and sarcasm. Young generation like to adopt some brand
new meanings to emojis combined with the context, which also corresponds with the conversational
implicature theory. The interpretation of people from 10-30 years old on emojis heavily relies on the
context. Younger people can feel the implication of language. Interviewee 2 said, "In question 3, the
first emoji shows negative emotion like speechless. However, whether this emoji expresses irony
depends on the context."

In contrast, people in Chinese culture tend to express ironic intentions implicitly and indirectly

through a smiling face (=) that is explicitly polite and happy but implicitly sarcastic. [5] This
opinion is the same as the opinion of interviewee 2 that this smiling face is a classic emoji that can
show ironic intentions. More importantly, as interviewee 1 mentioned in question 1, he said,
"Personally, there is usually a sense of irony in my expressions when chatting with emojis. The emojis
enable us to convey more diverse emotions. Because one emoji can express various emotions
depending on a different context." Hence, it is evident that people aged 10-30 are good at finding the
implications of emojis compared to those aged 31-50. The quantitative analysis of Susan C. Herring
also drew a similar conclusion. More respondents in the younger group reported that they were "very
confident" that they understood the intended meaning of emojis when they saw them on social media
(61%) as compared with older respondents (44%). Older respondents were more likely to report being
"somewhat confident" (44%)—and, in some cases, "not at all confident" (12%)—than younger
respondents (37%, 2%). [3]

Based on the interview result, there is a distinguished difference between young people and older
people in the preference for emojis. In the aspect of using frequency, it is evident that more senior
people (i.e., the people aged 31-50) are not likely to use emojis that convey negative emotions. Based
on the answer of interviewee 5. The reason for that is that most Chinese are conservative. They
consider showing negative emotions impolite. In the aspect of feelings and attitudes toward emojis,
young people (i.e., people aged 10-30 years old) have a deeper comprehension of emojis because they
are more familiar with the Internet and its trend. Hence, they can combine emojis with the context
and the trend. As interviewee 2 mentioned, "I think how I feel about one emoji is hard to define. It
depends on the context. For example, this emoji, in the past, I just used to express awkwardness. But
recently, the concept of " T~3k" has been popular, and many people link this emoji to emphasize the

feelings that someone did something to ruin the atmosphere badly. So, once I use that emoji, the
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frustrating emotion is included." As a result, the older people sometimes feel puzzled about the young
people's chat due to they do not understand the indication of emojis that is hidden in the context which
is originated from the trend.
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