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pragmatic discourse approach, the research investigates how specific
emoticons strengthen the illocutionary force of digital utterances. A
total of 100 user comments containing emoticons were analyzed and
categorized based on their communicative functions. The findings
reveal that emoticons such as @ and @ reinforce expressive acts
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commissive speech acts. The study also highlights cultural shifts in
meaning such as e evolving into a symbol of humorous panic and
emphasizes the importance of context in interpretation. These results
confirm that emoticons serve not only as emotional indicators but also
as strategic pragmatic tools that shape meaning, influence perception,
and reduce misinterpretation in text-based digital communication.

1. Introduction

In the modern era of digital communication, where interactions increasingly occur through
screens and platforms rather than face-to-face settings, the nature of language and meaning-making
has evolved dramatically. The emergence of social media, instant messaging applications, and online
forums has redefined how humans convey thoughts, emotions, and intentions in the absence of
traditional non-verbal cues such as facial expressions, body language, or vocal tone. One of the most
notable developments in this transformation is the widespread use of emoticons visual or symbolic
representations that serve to express emotion, clarify meaning, and enhance interpersonal cues in
otherwise plain text-based communication. Emoticons, often represented by smiling faces, hand
gestures, hearts, or culturally nuanced icons, have become essential in conveying tone and
communicative intent in computer-mediated discourse. Without non-verbal elements, online
messages are prone to ambiguity, misunderstanding, or emotional detachment. To bridge these
communicative gaps, users increasingly rely on emoticons as visual indicators of mood, sarcasm,
politeness, humor, or even criticism. As noted by Kaye, Wall, and Malone [1], emoticons no longer
function as mere stylistic additions but are integrated meaningfully into speech acts, signaling
pragmatic intentions such as gratitude, sympathy, or approval.

For example, adding the emoticon “ 4, after a phrase like “Thanks so much” may reinforce
humility, deference, or politeness beyond what the words alone can convey. Similarly, a “ e ”
emoticon may not represent sadness, but instead indicate excessive laughter, exasperation, or
disbelief depending on context and community norms [2]. These semantic shifts reveal how
emoticons evolve culturally and contextually, influenced by generational habits and digital
subcultures. Skiba [3] emphasizes that emoticons are not static symbols but are dynamically
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redefined through social usage and interpretation. From a linguistic perspective particularly within
the field of pragmatics emoticons can be understood as tools that enhance or modify the illocutionary
force of utterances. According to speech act theory proposed by Searle [4], every communicative act
comprises three levels: locutionary (the literal expression), illocutionary (the speaker’s intended act),
and perlocutionary (the effect on the hearer). In online environments, the absence of paralinguistic
features makes it difficult to infer the illocutionary intent. Emoticons fill this void by amplifying the
force of digital utterances. For example, a message like “I’'m SCREAMING!!! @4 3@ ” is perceived
far differently than the same sentence without the emoticon, as the visual cue strengthens the
expressive act to a hyperbolic and emotionally heightened degree [5].

This study explores how emoticons operate as speech act amplifiers in online communication,
with a particular focus on Instagram comment sections an environment characterized by informal

discourse, rapid interactions, and high emotional involvement. Emoticons such as @, O, o, @,

and = are analyzed for their pragmatic functions in shaping expressive, assertive, and commissive
speech acts. These emoticons were selected based on frequency of use and represent distinct speech
intentions and cultural interpretations. Moreover, the study addresses how emoticon meanings are
not universal but contextually shaped by factors such as digital platform norms, speaker identity, and
audience expectations. For instance, while ‘e traditionally signifies death, among Gen Z users it
often communicates humorous panic or embarrassment. The emoticon, originally indicating
literal fire, now conveys admiration, quality, or trendiness especially in comments about food or
performance. These cases exemplify what McCulloch and Gawne [6] describe as the “semantic
fluidity” of digital icons, where meanings evolve and adapt to community-specific discourse
practices.

As emphasized by Yule [7] and later Haugh and Kédar [8], meaning in pragmatics is deeply
rooted in social and situational context. Emoticons, therefore, must be analyzed not only by their
form but by their functional contribution within digital conversations. The same symbol may yield
divergent interpretations based on variables such as age group, cultural background, or online
subculture. Based on this foundation, the present study aims to address three research questions: (1)
What types of emoticons are used to strengthen illocutionary force in online communication? (2)
What roles do these emoticons play in amplifying speech acts on Instagram? and (3) How do users
pragmatically interpret emoticons in various communicative contexts?

By investigating these questions, this study offers a significant contribution to the broader
understanding of how language, visual elements, and meaning converge within the framework of
digital pragmatics. The analysis sheds light on the nuanced ways in which emoticons function not
merely as expressive add-ons, but as integral components of communicative intent, shaping how
speech acts are realized, perceived, and interpreted in online settings. From a theoretical standpoint,
the study deepens our grasp of speech act dynamics by illustrating how illocutionary force typically
reliant on non-verbal cues in face-to-face interaction is effectively encoded and amplified through
digital symbols in text-based environments. It validates the applicability of traditional pragmatic
frameworks, such as Searle’s taxonomy, in contemporary digital communication, while
simultaneously pointing to the need for their expansion to accommodate multimodal and platform-
specific elements.

On the practical side, the findings have important implications for a variety of domains in digital
communication. In the field of computational linguistics and natural language processing (NLP), a
more precise understanding of how emoticons function pragmatically can contribute to the
development of more nuanced sentiment analysis algorithms that go beyond lexical polarity to
incorporate contextual and cultural meanings. In terms of platform governance and content
moderation, insights into emoticon-driven ambiguity or sarcasm can inform more accurate automated
moderation tools that are sensitive to user intent rather than merely surface-level text patterns.
Furthermore, in multicultural or multilingual communication contexts, these findings underscore the
importance of cross-cultural communication training that acknowledges how digital users from
different backgrounds may interpret the same visual symbols in divergent ways. Collectively, these
contributions reflect the interdisciplinary relevance of the study, bridging linguistics, technology, and
digital culture in addressing the complexities of meaning-making in the 21st-century communicative
landscape.
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1. Method

This study employed a qualitative content analysis integrated with pragmatic discourse analysis
to investigate the function of emoticons as amplifiers of speech acts in digital communication,
specifically in user-generated Instagram comments. A qualitative approach was considered most
appropriate for this research because it allows a deep exploration of textual and visual elements in
their natural context, emphasizing meaning construction, user intent, and cultural nuance. In today's
digital era, understanding online communication is becoming increasingly important. This study uses
pragmatic discourse analysis to explore the role of emoticons as reinforcements of speech acts in
Instagram comments. Qualitative methods were chosen because they allow for in-depth exploration
of textual and visual elements, as well as the natural context of user interaction. By emphasizing the
construction of meaning and user intention, this analysis aims to expose the pragmatic functions of
language and symbols in informal digital discourse. Furthermore, pragmatic discourse analysis
highlights how language is used in real communication situations to achieve certain goals. [9]

Pragmatic discourse analysis focuses on how language is used in real communicative situations
to achieve particular functions. This study draws on speech act theory as developed by Searle [10],
which divides utterances into three interrelated levels: locutionary (the literal meaning), illocutionary
(the speaker’s intended act), and perlocutionary (the effect on the hearer). Within this framework,
emoticons are analyzed as pragmatic markers that enhance or reinforce the illocutionary force of an
utterance clarifying or intensifying what the speaker is trying to achieve. The object of the study was
a corpus of Instagram comments containing emoticons, collected from three content categories:
memes, food reviews, and film reviews. These categories were selected based on their tendency to
generate informal and emotional interaction, providing a rich ground for the use of expressive digital
symbols. The study focused specifically on five frequently occurring emoticons @, ), o, @,
and & each associated with different communicative intents. For example, @@ often signals
laughter and exaggeration (expressive); connotes admiration or intensity (assertive); ‘e is used
to convey humorous panic (expressive); @ represents affection or strong liking (assertive); and &
tends to indicate politeness or reluctant agreement (commissive), depending on context [11][12].

A total of 100 comments were selected using purposive sampling, based on three criteria: (1) the
inclusion of at least one emoticon, (2) textual completeness to articulate a speech act, and (3)
contextual relevance to digital interaction. Data collection involved observation and documentation,
the data used in this study came from public accounts and was collected in accordance with the
privacy policies of the relevant platforms, so as not to violate the ethical standards of research. The
data utilizing screenshots and transcriptions to retain both textual and visual elements. This method
is in line with Li’s [13] emphasis on preserving contextual authenticity in the analysis of visual-
verbal communication within online environments. To bolster the study's validity, the expert
judgment method was employed, where a linguist specialized in pragmatics reviewed the
classification of speech acts and the interpretation of emoticon usage. This practice reflects the
approach suggested by Gettinger and Koeszegi [14], who underscore the significance of expert
validation in qualitative research to ensure credibility and lessen interpretive bias. Additionally,
comments were chosen from a diverse range of accounts and types of posts to facilitate data
triangulation and prevent sample homogeneity.

Data analysis was performed using a pragmatic discourse framework, focusing on how each
emoticon influenced the interaction dynamics among users. Emoticons were not viewed in isolation
but examined in relation to their textual surroundings. For instance, in the comment “Did I lock my
car? @e” the @® symbol transforms a simple rhetorical question into a culturally recognized
expression of humorous panic. This finding supports Ge-Stadnyk’s [15] observation that emoji and
emoticon sequences in digital media are often imbued with culturally specific meanings that differ
from their literal design.Additionally, this study acknowledges the cultural and generational
dynamics that shape emoticon interpretation. As argued by McCulloch and Gawne [16], emojis and
emoticons have developed into forms of “digital gesture” whose meanings evolve based on platform
usage, community norms, and generational preferences. For example, & may appear polite or
neutral in one context but sarcastic or passive-aggressive among Gen Z users, depending on tone and
delivery. Recognizing these layers was essential to analyzing how emoticons pragmatically amplify
speech acts in social media discourse.
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By combining linguistic theory, cultural awareness, and discourse analysis, this methodological
approach allows for a thorough understanding of the pragmatic roles emoticons play in constructing
meaning, expressing emotion, and signaling speaker intent in digital interactions.

1. Results and Discussion

The analysis of 100 Instagram comments containing emoticons revealed several significant
patterns regarding their pragmatic function in digital communication. Each emoticon contributed
uniquely to the reinforcement or modulation of the illocutionary force within the speech act
framework. These findings support Searle’s [17] theoretical claim that utterances whether spoken or
written carry communicative intentions, which can be clarified or intensified through contextual
cues. In digital interaction, where vocal tone and facial expressions are absent, emoticons serve as
visual surrogates that enhance clarity and reduce ambiguity. Among the analyzed data, the most
frequently used emoticons were @4 (38 occurrences) and (32 occurrences), followed by e (15),
@ (7), and & (3). These five emoticons were consistently associated with distinct speech act
categories: @@ and ‘» were commonly found in expressive acts, and €@ in assertive acts, and
¥ in commissive acts. For instance, in the comment “I’m SCREAMING!!! @@ @4 ,” the emoticon
amplifies the speaker’s emotional state, converting a standard statement into an exaggerated
humorous response. Likewise, ‘@e, originally denoting death, was frequently used to represent
dramatic irony or humorous disbelief, as seen in comments like “Did I lock my car? @ .” This aligns
with Skiba’s [18] and McCulloch and Gawne’s [16] arguments that emoji meanings evolve across
digital subcultures, especially among younger generations such as Gen Z.

In contrast, the emoticons and € were typically employed to convey strong approval,
admiration, or affection, falling under assertive speech acts. Comments like “My favorite spot ) ”

or “100/10 @ ” not only express evaluation but also intensify the speaker’s emotional involvement.
These emoticons function as emotional amplifiers that elevate the evaluative tone of the message,
resonating with Thompson and Filik’s [19] findings that emojis clarify user sentiment in online

reviews and discussions. Although relatively rare in the dataset, = played a distinct role in
commissive functions, particularly in softening or modulating promises, agreements, or intentions.

A. Visual Context of Emoticons

Before analyzing the distribution of illocutionary functions, here is a visual display of the
emoticons under study to avoid ambiguity of interpretation:

Picture 1. @@ from Meme Post on Instagram

When that "did | lock the doors at home”
hits you

643,130 likes

©

Picture 2. from Food Review Post on Instagram
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foodgod

Original audio

saying a word to

Have you tried @hannahth

t's just something | cannot get jiggly with o

When that "did | lock the doors at home"
hits you

cinephile.club «
Or | sudic

Aovie name

he mement she realised after he left, that she o,
nstead of despite. @&

oQv

61,251 likes

Picture 5. & from Film Review Post on Instagram
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cinephile.ciub -

Keira's jaws are doing all the acting

Fine, Il watch it again for the 89th time. @ @

gance, art, Majestic
¢

QLGN

61,251 likes

B. Emoticon Distribution by Illocutionary Function

Table 1. Emoticon Distribution by Illocutionary Function
Emoticon Example Comments Frequency | Illocutionary
Force
%  [’'m SCREAMING!!! 7 7 38 [Strengthening
Humor
(Expressive)
My favorite spot 32 Amplifying
Approval
(Assertive)
oo Did I lock my car? (e 15 Strengthening
Humor
(Expressive)
¥ [100/10 @ 7 Amplifying
Favorability
(Assertive)
09 Fine, I'll watch it again for 3 Reinforcing

the 89th time. & & IAcceptance
(Commissive)

C. Emoticon Roles in Illocutionary Acts

1. Strengthening Expressive Acts, The @@ emoticon in “I’'m SCREAMING!!! @ 4>
exaggerates the speaker’s laughter, transforming a neutral statement into a humorous
expressive act [20]. Similar with @@ emoticon, ¢ emoticon in “Did I lock my car? ®e”
conveys panic humorously, a cultural adaption where (e signifies hyperbole distress [21].

2. Amplifying Assertive Acts, The emoticon in “My favorite spot () ” enhances the
assertive strength of approval, functioning similarly to verbal emphasis (e.g., “This is
amazing”) this aligns with Thompson & Filik [22], Emoticon @ in "100/10 @ " reinforces
the meaning of the sentence 100/10 which is actually a form of hyperbole about the
commentator's fondness for the film, @ reinforces assertive behavior and shows the
commentator's emotional involvement with the film.

3. Reinforcing Commisive Acts, The & emoticon conveys hesitant agreement within a
commissive act, signaling the speaker's commitment to an action. According to Azka &
Candria [23], emoticons function as nonverbal cues that reinforce illocutionary force,
helping users convey subtle distinctions in agreement and intent.
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The results indicate that emoticons in Instagram comments act as pragmatic enhancers,
shaping the illocutionary force of speech acts in ways that both conform to and extend established
theories of digital communication. The discussion that follows explores these findings through
three central themes: (1) Emoticons as Illocutionary Force Indicators, (2) Cultural and Contextual
Adaptation, and (3) The Role of Frequency in Pragmatic Impact.

1. Emoticons as Illocutionary Force Indicators

The data supports Searle’s [24] speech act theory, demonstrating that emoticons operate as

visual illocutionary markers: The emoticons @@ and e heightened expressive acts,

enhancing humor and exaggeration. They transformed neutral statements into hyperbolic

expressions, such as "I'm SCREAMING!!! @@ @4 ." According to Godard & Holtzman [25],

emojis serve as multidimensional markers that enhance sentiment interpretation, allowing

users to convey nuanced emotions more effectively. The emoticons and @ influenced
assertive acts by amplifying expressions of praise and approval (e.g., "My favorite spot & ").

This aligns with Thompson & Filik’s [26] findings on how emoticons clarify evaluative

language. The & emoticon mitigates the directness of commissive acts, introducing subtlety

to commitments, such as hesitant agreement in "Fine, I’ll watch it again & & ". Emoticons
serve as pragmatic markers that adjust the intensity of commitments, allowing speakers to
introduce subtlety into their expressions [27]. Theoretical Implication: Emoticons do more
than simply accompany speech acts they actively influence their pragmatic force, serving as
paralinguistic cues within digital communication.
2. Cultural and Contextual Adaptation
The data highlights how emoticon interpretation is culturally mediated: Although (e
originally represents literal death, in Gen Z digital culture (and within this dataset), it
signifies humorous panic, as seen in phrases like "Did | lock my car? @e". This aligns with
McCulloch & Gawne’s [6] assertion that emoji meanings shift and adapt within subcultures.
Initially representing literal fire, €) has evolved to convey aesthetic or experiential intensity,
as seen in expressions like "My favorite spot ) ." This semantic shift aligns with platform-
specific linguistic trends identified by Ge & Gretzel [28]. Practical Implication: Platforms
and NLP (Natural Language Processing) systems need to consider the context-dependent
nature of emoticon meanings to prevent misinterpretations, such as incorrectly identifying
e as distress in sentiment analysis when it actually conveys humor.
3. The Role of Frequency in Pragmatics Impact
Although %@ (38 occurrences) and (32 occurrences) were the most prevalent in the
dataset, less frequent emoticons—such as &' with only 3 instances—still played a crucial
role in shaping tone. This Suggests, Frequently used emoticons, such as @4, fulfill diverse
pragmatic roles, particularly in enhancing humor. Less commonly used emoticons, such as
), serve specialized functions, such as indicating hesitant agreement, maintaining
contextual relevance despite their infrequent occurrence. Methodological Implication: The
influence of emoticons cannot be determined solely by quantitative frequency; a qualitative
examination of their illocutionary context is crucial.

A typical example is the phrase “Fine, I’ll watch it again (&,” where the emoticon may indicate
reluctant agreement, passive-aggressiveness, or ironic politeness. This reflects Azka and Candria’s
[29] view that emoticons provide effective layering, enabling users to express subtle emotional
nuances that cannot be conveyed through words alone. These patterns illustrate that emoticons are
not arbitrary decorative elements but context-sensitive markers that significantly shape how digital
messages are interpreted. Interestingly, the frequency of usage did not always correlate with
pragmatic weight. While & appeared only three times, its presence added a highly specific
emotional undertone that would be difficult to replace with mere text. This supports the notion that
the pragmatic value of an emoticon depends more on its situational function than on how often it is
used. Furthermore, the study found that cultural adaptation plays a key role in determining the
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meaning of emoticons. The reinterpretation of e from a symbol of literal death to an expression of
exaggerated laughter or disbelief reflects a figurative shift, one that is now normalized within
informal digital culture. Ge-Stadnyk [15] emphasized that emoji sequences often convey meaning
shaped not only by design but also by shared community knowledge and discourse conventions. For
instance, the same emoticon may carry very different connotations across different age groups,
cultures, or platforms. This semantic fluidity reinforces McCulloch and Gawne’s [16] argument that
emojis and emoticons are best understood as digital gestures, shaped by norms and expectations of
specific online communities.

Additionally, the findings of this study significantly enrich the growing body of interdisciplinary
research that explores the intersection between speech act theory and digital semiotics, particularly
in the context of contemporary, multimodal communication. Emoticons once considered peripheral
or stylistic embellishments are shown to function as integral semiotic elements that actively shape
the form and force of utterances in online interaction. Their use to mark, modify, or even invert the
perceived intention of a message exemplifies the fluid, collaborative nature of meaning construction
in digital environments, where linguistic signs and visual cues operate in tandem. This reinforces the
view that digital discourse is not a degenerated form of face-to-face interaction, but rather a complex
communicative space with its own norms, structures, and mechanisms of pragmatic encoding. The
pragmatic scope of emoticons extends beyond the illocutionary level; they also carry considerable
perlocutionary impact, shaping the emotional, psychological, and social responses of the audience.
Their presence can dramatically influence how a message is interpreted, often guiding the reader’s
alignment, empathy, or interpretive framing. For instance, the strategic inclusion of emoticons like
@ or @ can trigger affiliative responses, such as laughter, validation, or emotional resonance,
thereby enhancing digital rapport and reinforcing community bonding in online platforms [29]. This
mechanism echoes Goffman’s concept of face-work and aligns with theories of digital affect,
highlighting how emoticons perform interpersonal work that extends beyond lexical content.

Moreover, emoticons facilitate pragmatic disambiguation, especially in asynchronous
communication where textual ambiguity is more prevalent. In contexts lacking prosody and gesture,
these visual symbols compensate by conveying speaker attitudes, tones of voice, or levels of
emotional investment elements essential to maintaining cooperative communication as outlined in
Grice’s maxims. Their pragmatic functionality becomes particularly salient in navigating sarcasm,
irony, or emotive understatement, where meaning hinges on subtle interpretive cues that are difficult
to capture through plain text alone. As digital discourse continues to evolve, the role of emoticons as
pragmatic enhancers becomes increasingly vital. They do not merely accompany speech acts; they
are embedded in them, expanding the expressive repertoire available to users. The adaptability of
emoticons to changing communicative needs especially within fast-paced, informal, and culturally
diverse digital ecosystems demonstrates their embeddedness in everyday language practice. The
ability of emoticons to transform, enrich, or soften utterances reflects a broader semiotic shift in how
meaning is encoded and understood in the 21st-century communication landscape. Ultimately, these
findings affirm that emoticons are indispensable tools for managing interpersonal dynamics,
emotional expression, and communicative nuance in digital interaction. As platforms like Instagram
continue to mediate large portions of human social life, the integration of emoticons into speech acts
represents a profound shift in how language functions. They symbolize not the erosion of linguistic
sophistication, but rather an evolution toward a more multimodal, socially responsive, and affectively
rich mode of interaction, where visuals and language are co-constructed to fulfill complex pragmatic
goals.

IV. Conclusion

This study examined the pragmatic role of emoticons as amplifiers of speech acts in digital
communication, with a particular focus on user comments on Instagram. Using a combined
framework of qualitative content analysis and pragmatic discourse analysis, the research
demonstrated that emoticons serve not merely as emotional expressions but as strategic semiotic
tools that enhance the illocutionary force of text-based utterances. In the absence of paralinguistic
cues such as intonation, facial expression, or physical gesture, emoticons fulfill the communicative
gap by adding emotional richness, nuance, and clarity to digital interactions. The findings confirm
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that specific emoticons correspond to distinct categories of speech acts, as theorized by Searle’s
classification. Emoticons such as @@ and (e were consistently associated with expressive speech
acts, intensifying the humor, exaggeration, or dramatic tone of the message. In contrast, and @
reinforced assertive acts, amplifying praise, admiration, or evaluative stance. The & emoticon,
though less frequent, served a subtle yet significant role in commissive acts, indicating tones of irony,
passive agreement, or polite hesitation. These associations reflect not only syntactic or semantic
patterns but also deeper pragmatic choices by users in shaping how their messages are interpreted.

One of the study’s most salient findings is the dynamic and culturally adaptive nature of emoticon

usage. The reinterpretation of e from a symbol of death to a marker of humorous panic exemplifies
how meaning shifts across time, generations, and online subcultures. This semantic shift illustrates
that emoticons must be treated not as static symbols with fixed meaning, but as fluid pragmatic
resources that evolve through collective digital usage. This underscores the importance of context in
interpreting digital communication and reinforces the view that emoticons are part of a living,
adaptive linguistic system shaped by community conventions. These findings offer strong support
for the continued relevance of speech act theory in digital contexts, especially when enriched by
insights from digital semiotics and cultural pragmatics. The research reveals that emoticons do more
than decorate text they help speakers encode intent, align emotion, and manage interpersonal
relationships. Their functions are not peripheral but central to meaning-making in social media
discourse.

From a practical standpoint, the implications of this study are wide-ranging. Educators may
incorporate an understanding of emoticon pragmatics into digital literacy curricula to foster clearer
communication among students. Marketing professionals and content creators can utilize emoticons
strategically to enhance brand tone, audience engagement, and emotional appeal. Moreover,
developers and UX/UI designers can design sentiment-aware interfaces and emotionally intelligent
systems that recognize the pragmatic significance of emoticon use in user-generated content. The
study also opens several directions for future research. Scholars are encouraged to explore emoticon
usage across multiple platforms (e.g., TikTok, Twitter, WhatsApp), where norms of communication
may differ. A cross-cultural analysis could also illuminate how interpretation varies across
languages, regions, and cultural traditions. Additionally, longitudinal studies would be valuable to
track the diachronic evolution of emoticon meanings, especially as new generations enter the digital
sphere and as emoticon conventions continue to shift with emerging platforms. In conclusion,
emoticons are not mere embellishments of online language but integral elements of digital
pragmatics. They function as visual cues, cultural indicators, and pragmatic tools that enrich
communication in an increasingly mediated world. Understanding their function helps us not only
interpret what is being said but how it is meant to be felt.
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