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ABSTRACT 

This paper explores the multifaceted role of emojis in digital communication, particularly on social media 

platforms. Emojis, evolving from their inception in 1997 as pictorial symbols, have become integral to modern 

communication practices, transcending linguistic and cultural barriers. They facilitate nuanced expressions, emotional 

conveyance, and cultural representations, enriching interactions across diverse online environments. Drawing on the 

Uses and Gratifications Theory, this study examines how emojis fulfill specific user needs, enhance social interactions, 

and influence self-disclosure behaviors. 

Keywords: emoji; self-disclosure; social media; Uses and Gratifications Theory(UGT);  
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1. Introduction 

Emojis, originating in Japan in 1997, have evolved into essential elements of digital communication, 

especially for the new-age Computer-Mediated Communication (CMC) context, transcending linguistic and 

cultural barriers to enrich online interactions[1,2]. Initially designed to enhance textual expressions, emojis 

have become a global phenomenon deeply embedded in social media discourse[2]. They serve as visual cues 

that enhance communication clarity and emotional depth in digital environments[3]. 

Self-disclosure, defined as sharing personal information, thoughts, and emotions with others, is crucial 

in establishing intimacy and fostering connections in online interactions[4,5]. Emojis play a significant role in 

enhancing self-disclosure by providing tools to express emotions and convey nuanced meanings effectively, 

thereby enriching the authenticity of digital interactions[6]. Moreover, emojis also address the challenge of 

conveying emotional nuances in digital communication, where non-verbal cues are often absent[3]. Factors 

such as trust, audience characteristics, and cultural norms influence the extent and depth of self-disclosure 
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online[7]. This capability not only enhances communication clarity but also enriches the emotional experience 

of online interactions. 

This research explores how emojis fulfil users' demands for emotional expression and social 

engagement by using insights from the Uses and Gratifications Theory (UGT), which investigates how 

consumers actively seek and employ media to meet specific needs[8]. The theoretical framework provides a 

lens through which to understand the motivations behind emoji use and their gratifications in digital 

communication contexts. 

Concisely speaking, emojis have revolutionized digital communication by providing expressive tools 

that facilitate emotional communication and enrich interpersonal relationships online. Understanding the 

interplay between emojis, self-disclosure, and digital communication dynamics is crucial for navigating and 

optimizing online interactions in the digital age. 

2. Literature review 

2.1 Evolution and functions of emojis 

The history of emojis can be traced back to their creation in Japan in 1997 by Shigetaka Kurita, an 

employee of a Japanese telecom business. This gave rise to the term "emoji", which means "picture word" in 

Japanese[9]. Initially, emoji was developed as a distinct visual language separate from emoticons to enrich 

digital communication[1]. Over time, emojis have evolved into a global phenomenon, with their usage 

expanding in modern communication practices[10]. The introduction of emojis has significantly influenced 

how individuals express emotions, convey meanings, and navigate digital interactions[2]. 

Emojis have proven to transcend linguistic barriers and cultural boundaries, acting as visual cues that 

facilitate cross-cultural communication on social media platforms[11]. Their adoption has revolutionized 

online interactions, providing users with a unique way to express emotions, convey messages, and establish 

connections[3]. Emojis have become essential to digital communication, allowing users to infuse humor, 

nuance, and context into their messages[12]. 

Moreover, the popularity and usage of emojis have grown exponentially, with their functions extending 

beyond mere visual elements to convey complex emotions, concepts, and activities through the combination 

of multiple emojis[13]. Emojis have been employed in various contexts, such as social awareness advertising 

campaigns, health care communication, and political discussions, highlighting their versatility and 

adaptability in diverse settings[14,15]. 

In addition, emojis aid communication for non-English speakers on English-dominated platforms like 

Twitter, Instagram, and Facebook, bridging language barriers and enhancing cross-cultural interactions[11]. 

They foster social relationships and play a crucial role in social facilitation within social media 

interactions[16]. Emojis function as both graphic and cultural signs, conveying nuanced meanings and cultural 

nuances in online interactions[17]. Emojis serve as tools for describing user emotions in various contexts, 

adding humor, euphemism, and implicit expressions to communication. They also enhance the depth and 

breadth of self-expression on social media platforms by representing complex emotions, concepts, or 

activities through multiple emoji combinations[13]. Studies on emoji usage in China emphasize their role in 

establishing emotional tones, reducing semantic ambiguity, and enhancing contextual appropriateness in 

communication[12]. 

Empirical studies on the communication and usage psychology of emojis highlight their role in creating 

an active and emotionally expressive atmosphere in social media interactions[3]. Emojis serve as tools for 



Environment and Social Psychology | doi: 10.59429/esp.v9i9.2985 

3 

describing user emotions in various contexts, adding humor, euphemism, and implicit expressions to 

communication. They also enhance the depth and breadth of self-expression on social media platforms by 

representing complex emotions, concepts, or activities through multiple emoji combinations[13]. Cultural 

differences in emoji usage show that emojis serve as cultural tools, adapted and interpreted within specific 

cultural contexts[18].  

In a word, emojis play a multifaceted role in social media interactions, serving as tools for cross-cultural 

communication, self-expression, emotional conveyance, and cultural representation. The diverse functions of 

emojis underscore their significance in enhancing online communication and enriching digital interactions 

across various cultural and linguistic landscapes. 

2.2 CMC and emoji use on social media 

Computer-mediated communication (CMC) is a platform supports real-time chat, email, and 

instructional interactions, bridging geographical gaps, enabling interactive communication among 

individuals through networked computers and mobile devices[19]. Its utilization in various contexts like 

education, teamwork, and family dynamics underscores its impact on social interactions and relationship 

building[20,21,22]. It plays a pivotal role in shaping modern communication practices and societal dynamics. 

Emojis have become an essential component of online communication, particularly on social media 

platforms, where they are widely employed to express feelings, emotions, and sentiments[23]. The use of 

emoji-based sentiments has become prevalent among social media users, being inserted within text messages, 

tweets, and posts to enhance communication[24]. This trend is further supported by the rapid increase in emoji 

utilization on social media, where emojis serve as tools to add tone and non-verbal context to daily 

interactions[25]. Emojis are now widely popular as a complementary means to express opinions and ideas 

visually in social media communication[26].  

The significance of emojis in social media is underscored by their role in describing user emotions in 

various situations through funny, humorous, euphemistic, and implicit forms, attracting users to incorporate 

them consciously or unconsciously due to their quick and convenient nature[3]. Moreover, statistics reveal 

that a substantial percentage of internet users in the United States have utilized emojis in their social media 

interactions, highlighting the widespread adoption of these digital icons[27]. Emojis, such as facial 

expressions and symbols, have become indispensable tools for creating an active atmosphere and conveying 

meaningful emotional expressions in social media contexts[3].  

The use of emojis extends beyond personal communication to include their application in various 

research domains, such as sentiment analysis, opinion mining, and irony detection[24,25,27]. Emojis play a 

crucial role in enhancing sentiment analysis on platforms like Twitter, where user-generated content rich in 

sentiments is prevalent, making emojis and emoticons extensively utilized[28].  

Furthermore, emojis are not only tools for expressing emotions but also serve as elements that enliven 

online conversations by displaying humor and emotion, contributing to the overall fun and playfulness 

experienced by users[29]. Moreover, emojis have been recognized for their role in emotion work, enabling 

individuals to communicate affect in text messages effectively[30].  

Emojis have evolved to become essential components of digital communication, particularly on social 

media platforms, where they serve diverse functions ranging from expressing emotions and sentiments to 

enhancing marketing campaigns and influencing user engagement. The widespread adoption of emojis 

underscores their significance in modern communication practices, shaping how individuals interact and 

express themselves in the digital age. 
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2.3 Self-disclosure on social media 

Self-disclosure on social media involves sharing personally relevant information, thoughts, and feelings 

with others, which is crucial for building intimacy and connection[4]. The motivations behind self-disclosure 

vary based on different social media affordances, shaping the level of intimacy in online interactions[31]. 

Privacy concerns are closely linked to self-disclosure decisions, highlighting the importance of maintaining 

boundaries while sharing personal information online[32].  

While self-disclosure can enhance intimacy and well-being, it also comes with risks, such as the 

potential for negative reactions or breaches of privacy[33]. The level of intimacy in self-disclosure is 

influenced by factors like emotional support, trust, and the depth of disclosure in online interactions[7]. Self-

disclosure plays a significant role in relationship intimacy, affecting how individuals perceive and connect 

with each other[5]. The process of self-disclosure is dynamic, involving partner responsiveness, mutual 

disclosure, and the interpretation of disclosures, all of which contribute to the depth of connection between 

individuals[34].  

Additionally, it has been established that self-disclosure breadth and self-disclosure depth are two 

interconnected aspects of online self-disclosure. Specifically, self-disclosure depth influences the 

development of online intimacy, particularly in relation to intimacy with a social networking site[7]. CMC's 

anonymity is believed to expedite intimacy as partners engage in more personal inquiries and a higher degree 

of self-revelation compared to face-to-face interactions[35]. This further supports the notion that online 

environments empower individuals to be more, rather than less, candid and forthcoming about various 

aspects of themselves. 

In short, self-disclosure on social media is a complex process that involves sharing personal information 

to build intimacy and connection with others. While self-disclosure can enhance relationships and well-being, 

it is essential to consider factors like privacy, trust, and emotional support to ensure positive outcomes. By 

understanding the dynamics of self-disclosure and its influence on intimacy, individuals can navigate online 

interactions effectively and cultivate meaningful relationships in the digital age. 

2.4 Impact of emoji use on self-disclosure 

There has been an increasing interest in studying the influence of emoji usage on self-disclosure in 

different situations in recent years. Xu et al.[36] conducted research that examined how social media 

environments affect online emotional disclosure. The study emphasised the impact of tie strength, network 

size, and self-reference on individuals' intents to disclose their emotions online. In their study, Choi et al.[37] 

investigated the impact of a leader's use of positive emojis on the creativity of group members during 

computer-mediated communication (CMC). They highlighted the potential of positive emojis to augment 

creativity in group interactions. 

A study conducted by Gesselman et al.[38] proposes that text-based communication often lacks the 

sensory cues present in face-to-face interactions, which are crucial for expressing emotions and facilitating 

meaningful communication. However, emojis, with their various visual elements such as colors, shapes, 

actions, and facial expressions, can compensate for this limitation by enabling communication partners to 

more easily convey emotions and incorporate them into computer-mediated communication (CMC). 

Therefore, the use of emojis may serve as a reliable indicator of conveying emotions and can be a helpful 

tool in revealing personal information and fostering closeness.  

From this, it can be seen that there are so many studies on online self-disclosure behavior and the 

gratification of emoji use respectively, and a certain number of references to each other in the literature, yet 
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very few scholars have combined the two for correlational studies. These studies collectively contribute to 

understanding the nuanced relationship between emoji use and self-disclosure, encompassing emotional 

disclosure, creativity, forgiveness, suicidal disclosures, and peer interactions. By synthesizing these 

empirical findings, a comprehensive understanding of how emoji use influences the depth, breadth, and 

frequency of self-disclosure, considering cultural differences and the types of emojis used, can be achieved.  

2.5 Theoretical framework of uses and gratifications theory 

A paradigm known as Uses and Gratifications Theory (UGT) offers important insights into 

comprehending why people use media and the gratifications they hope to derive from it. According to 

Whiting & Williams[39], an essential aspect of this concept is the utilisation of social media to acquire 

knowledge and engage in self-education, resulting in continuous engagement and satisfaction. Wong & 

Chung[40] further emphasize that UGT suggests that individuals may also obtain social gratification by 

engaging in online discussions on social media platforms. This suggests that people deliberately choose and 

utilize social media to meet specific needs, and the social interactions that take place on these platforms are 

crucial in meeting users' social needs and wants.  

Katz et al.[41] summarized a 5-needs on the use of mass media which may also be applied to the motives 

of using emoji on social media, presenting as: 1) cognitive needs pertain to the desire for information, 

knowledge, and understanding; 2) affective needs involve seeking aesthetic, pleasurable, and emotional 

experiences; 3) integrative needs are associated with enhancing credibility, confidence, stability, and status; 

4) social integrative needs aim to strengthen connections with family, friends, and the wider world; 5) 

tension-release needs involve finding escapism or enjoyment through the use of emojis on social media. 

On the other hand, the concept of online self-disclosure, which involves sharing personal information on 

digital platforms, is closely linked to the uses and gratifications theory. The use of self-disclosure for relief 

and reciprocal social support may be enhanced by offline social support, as discussed by Ahmed[42], who also 

shows how this might hasten online self-disclosure and boost confidence in conversations. Bazarova & 

Choi[31] extend the functional theory of self-disclosure to social media, highlighting that different social 

media platforms offer varying affordances that influence individuals' disclosure goals and intimacy levels. 

This implies that the features of a platform can shape how individuals choose to disclose information online.  

Furthermore, the motivations behind self-disclosure in online environments are influenced by various 

factors. Varnalı and Toker[43] point out that when individuals engage in online communication tasks, a sense 

of trust is developed, leading to different norms of self-disclosure compared to face-to-face interactions, 

which means trust emerges as a critical factor influencing the depth and extent of self-disclosure in digital 

spaces. Additionally, a study presented by Park et al.[44] showed that self-disclosure could be closely related 

to the level of amount, honesty, intent and positiveness.   

The Uses and Gratifications Theory can be applied to understand the motivations behind emoji use in 

different contexts. Individuals may use emojis to fulfill specific needs, such as self-expression, emotional 

communication, or social interaction. Emojis can serve as tools for emotion work, helping individuals 

convey affect and maintain social relationships[8]. The popularity and evolving patterns of emoji use, 

influenced by factors like age, gender, and cultural norms, highlight the dynamic nature of emoji 

communication and its influence on digital interactions. In this way, in the context of emoji use and self-

disclosure, UGT can be applied to understand how individuals utilize emojis on social media platforms to 

fulfill specific needs and derive gratifications. 

To sum up, the integration of emoji use and UGT provides a comprehensive framework for analyzing 

the role of emojis in modern communication, as well as offering a robust theoretical framework for exploring 
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the functions of emoji use on social media and its relationship to self-disclosure. Thus, by considering the 

gratifications individuals seek from emoji use, researchers can gain insights into how emojis fulfill specific 

needs, enhance communication, and influence self-disclosure behaviors in digital interactions. 

3. Conceptual framework 

Figure 1 shows the conceptual framework of this study. The conceptual framework illustrated in the 

diagram focuses on the impact of emoji use on online self-disclosure, considering both the gratifications 

sought and obtained. The independent variables as cognitive needs, affective needs, integrative needs, social 

integrative needs, and tension-release needs drive emoji use on social media. Each of these variables 

represents different motivations behind users' engagement with emojis. The dependent variables, depth, 

amount, honesty, intent and positively of online self-disclosure, are influenced by the gratifications obtained 

from emoji use.  

 

Figure 1. Conceptual framework of this study 

4. Conclusions  

The present work on the usage of emojis in social media and its relationship to self-disclosure behavior 

has discovered various gaps. Although previous research has examined the communicative roles of emojis in 

different settings, such as self-presentation on platforms like Weibo and Twitter[45], there is still a 

requirement for additional investigation into the impact of emojis on social interactions and self-disclosure 

behaviors. Furthermore, there is a need for further research to explore the influence of emojis on 

relationship-focused digital communication and their function as emotional cues[38]. Additionally, a useful 

approach is to leverage the time dimension to carry out a longitudinal study to examine how the use of 

emojis affects self-disclosure. 

In order to fill these gaps, future research should prioritise investigating the intricacies of emoji usage in 

various social media contexts and their impact on self-disclosure behaviors. Research might explore the 

precise processes by which emojis impact social interactions, such as their ability to express emotions, foster 

empathy, and alter relationship commitments[46]. Moreover, doing research on the influence of emojis on 

intentions to make sustainable purchases, influencer advertising, and environmental messaging might yield 

significant knowledge on the perception and usage of emojis in various situations[29,6,47]. 

The topic of emoji research has intriguing opportunities for inquiry due to the emergence of new trends 

and technology. The use of emojis in healthcare-related behaviors, such as advocating for hand cleanliness in 



Environment and Social Psychology | doi: 10.59429/esp.v9i9.2985 

7 

healthcare settings, offers a new and unexplored field for research[48]. Moreover, the utilisation of emojis to 

publicly expose hygienic infractions in food outlets might provide valuable insights on the efficacy of visual 

signals in transmitting information and shaping behavior[49]. Additionally, the incorporation of emojis in 

educational environments, such as using emojis for feedback to improve English language acquisition, 

presents opportunities to investigate the impact of emojis on promoting self-efficacy attitudes and learning 

outcomes[28]. 

The findings from the literature study have significant implications, as they highlight the significance of 

emojis as a means of nonverbal communication that surpasses language boundaries and enriches online 

relationships. Researchers can enhance our understanding of digital communication dynamics and self-

disclosure behaviors by exploring how emojis are used and understood in social media situations. This paper 

also provides directions for subsequent researchers to conduct relevant empirical studies by applying 

experiments, surveys or in-depth interviews. For example, researchers can develop propositions that link the 

gratifications and emoji use to specific self-disclosure behaviors which can examine that how different types 

of emojis like emotional or social affect depth, breadth and frequency of self-disclosure. As well as that 

researchers can also use this framework to do comparative studies on the different effects of emoji use on 

self-disclosure in different countries' linguistic and social environments. Furthermore, the ramifications of 

studying emojis have far-reaching effects in several domains like psychology, marketing, healthcare, and 

education. Emojis have a substantial impact on changing attitudes, behaviors, and perceptions in these 

sectors.  

To summarize, the study of emoji usage in social media and its impact on self-disclosure behavior is a 

promising area for future research. Researchers can enhance our comprehension of the complex function of 

emojis in modern communication practices by rectifying the observed deficiencies, exploring developing 

patterns, and integrating insights from many fields. By embracing the nuanced and diverse nature of emoji 

communication, researchers may lead the way in discovering new and insightful understandings of how 

visual symbols, emotions, and social relationships interact in the digital age. 
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